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The enslavement of Africans in the Americas speaks to a terrible cruelty and greed that tarnishes 
the polished image the United States has long promulgated to itself and the international 
community. This experience also speaks to the endurance and innovation of Black Americans 
and their enslaved ancestors in unimaginable circumstances. America’s decision makers have 
often minimized slavery’s impact on those involved (i.e., the immense wealth it brought to 
slavers and their descendants as well as the immense trauma it brought to slaves and their 
descendants) and its representation in any public platform. Therefore, understandings about 
enslavement in the United States are tied more to individual interest and research than to readily 
available knowledge for all. My interest is the basis of this thesis. In an American society that 
celebrates many people and events, what message does the lack of Black American 
representation in the public send? Combine with this the spatial tactics that have kept Black 
Americans siloed from white Americans and the privileges available to them, and the message is 
clear: you are unwelcome and unworthy. In this study, I focus on some of the harmful practices 
attributed to spatial professions, including urban planning. I do this by presenting existing 
examples while also providing historical context specific to the descendants of enslaved Africans 
in the United States. This study incorporates sources that examine the relationships between 
space and trauma, and it discusses the impact these relationships have on identity development. 
Insights of this study, while transferrable to the broader Black American population, are 
primarily focused on a Black American ethnic group called the Gullah/Geechee, who live on the 
southeastern U.S. coast. This focus offers unique perspectives because of the group’s nuanced 
experiences of identity and place that set them apart from the extended Black American 
community. I will conclude with examples of healing spatial practices and thoughts on what we 
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CHAPTER 1: A PLACE TO CALL HOME 
INTRODUCTION 
The experiences of displacement and isolation are a continuous reality for Black 
Americans, and as such can be tied to instability, trauma, and questions of identity. This 
continues despite illegality of discriminatory practices in the United States. In the field of urban 
planning, the laws and regulations governing the use of space have inscribed racism into the 
American landscape. Although many of those practices are now banned, the trauma inflicted on 
the Black community persists. The harm caused by slavery and racial discrimination has yet to 
be fully addressed in planning, and without careful reflection, current practice will continue to 
reinforce the inequalities built into American communities.  
This thesis focuses on the spatial experiences of Black Americans living in the 
southeastern coastal region because such an examination offers an opportunity to explore the 
possibilities and challenges of trauma-informed planning. I discuss what might trauma-informed 
planning look like. How do planners (both local government and local activists) create spaces of 
healing? How does planning continue to create spaces of harm? I focus this exploration on the 
experiences of the Gullah/Geechee people living in the coastal region of Georgia and South 
Carolina. Through qualitative inquiry I dig into the past, present and future with local 
Gullah/Geechee community leaders, everyday residents as well as professionals working in local 
government. In these conversations we talked about the “harmful spaces,” or places that extend 
and exacerbate the historic trauma of Black communities in the South, as well as “healing 
spaces,” which are attempts being made by both public and private entities to address painful 
events that have impacted Black Americans specifically. This thesis contributes to the emerging 




conversations about the need for a trauma-informed approach to planning and concludes with 
some suggestions about how planners might begin to rethink and adjust their practices.  
SOURCES OF TRAUMA FOR BLACK AMERICANS 
Black Americans are the U.S.-born descendants of people from a broad range of mostly 
West African ethnic groups. The ancestors of Black Americans were ripped away from their 
homelands and forced to provide brutal labor throughout the Americas between the 16th and 
19th centuries. This massive global displacement, better known as the Transatlantic Slave Trade, 
is considered a human tragedy. Slaves experienced, and their descendants continue to 
experience, physical and cultural displacement. One scholar found that “in cutting the roots of so 
many people, we have destroyed language, culture, dietary traditions and social bonds” 
(Fullilove, 2004, p. 5).  
Slavery in the New World was distinctive because of its practice of life-long and 
hereditary enslavement, in which people were born into the system (Kasza, 2018). This form of 
slavery, known as chattel slavery, supplied free labor to meet the exorbitant demands of 
European capitalism, which was driven by the trade of cash crops including sugar, indigo, rice 
and cotton. 
This thesis focuses on the mainly West African ancestors of the Black Americans brought 
by British slavers to the coastal region of the North American colonies to grow rice, indigo, and 
eventually cotton. They were chosen from the region of Africa known as the Windward Coast 
(see Fig. 1) for their extensive knowledge of rice cultivation. This was a tactic engaged by most 
slave traders: take people known for a particular skill and bring them to an area in the New 
World best suited for the use of that skill: 
A central question has been to what extent Africans from the “Rice Coast,” 
including what is now Sierra Leone, were sought for their knowledge and skills in 




rice production and what specific African ethnic traditions were responsible for 
the generation of planter wealth and power in the colonial and antebellum periods. 




Though negative ideas about Africans (the “Dark Continent”) had already become deeply 
ingrained in the European conscious (Kendi, 2016), slave traders acknowledged and valued the 
intelligence and prowess that many African people had when it came to agriculture. Rather than 
Fig. 1: The Windward Coast and Other West Africa Regions Involved in the Transatlantic Slave Trade 
Source: Atlas of the Transatlantic Slave Trade (Eltis, Richardson, Davis, & Blight, 
2010) with permission from the Yale University Press. 




adapting certain techniques or recruiting Africans to work in the Americas for pay, traders 
subjugated and sold them to be enslaved in a strange land for the rest of their lives.  
 We now know that the enslaved Africans exceeded these demands, as “[t]he U.S. 
Department of Commerce has calculated that in modern U.S. dollars calculated for inflation and 
interest, slavery generated trillions of dollars for the U.S. economy” (Copeland, 2013, p. 649–
650). However, the benefit of this wealth fell only to slave holders and others of European 
descent.  
Even though slavery was banned, new forms of racism and discrimination emerged. 
Enslavement was replaced by Jim Crow after Emancipation and Reconstruction in the mid-19th 
century. Jim Crow laws enforced racial segregation until the mid-20th century. The Civil Rights 
Era in the second half of the 20th century saw the Jim Crow laws banned but left room for 
racism to manifest in more sinister and covert forms, such as racial/cultural microaggressions. 
Despite living in a supposedly post-racial world, Black Americans still experience racism. Each 
“discriminatory event” Black Americans experience may “trigger memories of past personal or 
historical group trauma that are recalled as threatening to one’s life or mental health” (Helms, 
Guerda, & Green, 2012, p. 68). James Matory (2015) illuminates this deftly:  
Black people are the constituent other of the US nation-state—that one 
exceptional “race” that was systematically enslaved and denied democratic rights 
in the world’s greatest and most egalitarian democratic republic. We are the 
internally visible foreigner, in opposition to whom the worthy citizen is defined. 
This symbolic role imposes a certain fixity upon the public image of African 
Americans—homogenous, unchanging, bereft of the characteristics and behaviors 
that define the normal citizen, and, according to the national mythology, uniquely 
embodying the characteristics and behaviors inappropriate to the normal citizen. 
(p. 2) 
 




This “othering” experience described by Helms and Matory, whether overt or covert, has 
created conditions of immense challenge, causing great difficulty in the lives of Black 
Americans even in the present.  
The lack of public acceptance of state-sanctioned harm done to Black Americans and 
their ancestors creates an additional layer of trauma. For example, the Civil Rights Act did not 
acknowledge past wrongs; doing so would require a remedy, usually described as reparations. 
Instead, slavery, discrimination and racism are regarded as relics of the past, something to be 
forgotten. Such attitudes contribute to a false belief that all Americans begin life on an equal 
playing field:  
In our post–civil rights era society, one often hears that racism is a so-called thing 
of the past … [but] this optimism does not reflect the experiences of many ethnic 
minorities. The magnitude of the problem of racist incidents in the United States 
is difficult to estimate because of inconsistencies in the operational definition of 
racism, but an examination of several sources permits inferences about prevalent 
trends. (Bryant-Davis and Ocampo, 2005, p. 481) 
 
Erasure of the past sets up unrealistic expectations for Black Americans to achieve the American 
Dream. It removes from public memory the very real advantages many people of European 
descent gained over other groups with time to build wealth and power. This advantage remains 
widely unacknowledged; instead, Black people are blamed for not working hard enough. 
Essentially, the disparities are tied to individual flaws rather than structural inequalities.  
The lack of accountability and reparations has inevitably led to more subversive forms of 
racism that also contribute to trauma, leading some scholars to “contend that racism and 
ethnoviolence may function as traumatic catalysts themselves even when there is no recent 
evidence of threat to life and either may serve as exacerbating stressors” (Helms et al., 2012, p. 
66).  




Trauma and the illnesses associated with experiencing it are often invisible, and thus not 
always taken as seriously as a visible condition. Wounds that do not appear on one’s physical 
body are wounds nonetheless. Until this proposition is widely accepted, there is little chance of 
significant acknowledgment of Black Americans as wounded people. 
URBAN PLANNING, DISCRIMINATION AND TRAUMA  
Racism is commonly understood as expressing maltreatment toward another person based 
on their skin color or phenotype. The manifestation of ideas about race and color vary greatly in 
different regions of the world, though their origins, in the United States at least, can easily be tied 
to European colonialism and the desire to create a praxis for chattel slavery that would be widely 
accepted (Kendi, 2016). These beliefs about something as benign as physical appearance assisted 
in the subjugation and enslavement of people of color. Despite the debunking of eugenic studies 
that claimed physical differences were an indicator of behavior, morality, or intelligence, these 
ideas have unfortunately persisted in global consciousness. Prejudice and bigotry are terms used 
to describe antagonism between people of various races and ethnicities, but they do not begin to 
capture the true dangers of racism. 
The racism addressed in this study examines this danger in the form of “socioeconomic 
and governmental factors that persistently generate differences in wealth and power between 
social groups and the substantive correlation of these differences with persistent political 
oppression, economic exploitation, and social alienation for social groups on the short side of 
wealth and power” (Mason, 2013, pp. xi–xii). The dangers that lie in racism, rather than 
prejudice or bigotry, are the life-altering consequences for marginalized groups. Institutional 
racism has a direct impact on one’s quality of life by supporting a hierarchy that determines who 
has access to valuable resources. Those at the bottom of the hierarchy, in this instance Black 




Americans, are subject to greater economic struggles and increased health disparities (though 
American Indians have also faced significant state-sponsored abuse and remain a highly 
marginalized population).  
Of particular importance to the field of planning is how race and racism shape where 
people live, work and play. Physical separation between dominant and disempowered groups is 
commonplace in America cities. Black and white Americans live apart. This separation is rooted 
in laws that gave whites the right to own property and choose where to live: 
Whiteness as property has carried and produced a heavy legacy. It is a ghost that 
has haunted the political and legal domains in which claims for justice have been 
inadequately addressed for far too long. Only rarely declaring its presence, it has 
warped efforts to remediate racial exploitation. It has blinded society to the 
systems of domination that work against so many by retaining an unvarying focus 
on vestiges of systemic racialized privilege that subordinates those perceived as a 
particularized few—the “others”. (Harris, 1993, p. 1791)  
 
Urban planners have been intimately linked to the rules and regulations that established 
“whiteness as property,” carefully curating a system meant to ensure the economic wellbeing of 
a particular group of people in the United States. 
An early 20th-century case comes from an Atlanta, GA, based planner who was 
celebrated while active in his profession:  
One of the nation’s most prominent city planners, Robert Whitten, wrote in a 
1922 professional journal that notwithstanding the Buchanan decision, 
“[e]stablishing colored residence districts has removed one of the most potent 
causes of race conflict.” This, he added, was “a sufficient justification for race 
zoning … A reasonable segregation is normal, inevitable and desirable.” Whitten 
then went ahead and designed a zoning ordinance for Atlanta, advising city 
officials that “home neighborhoods had to be protected from any further damage 
to values resulting from inappropriate uses, including the encroachment of the 
colored race.” The zone plan drafted by Whitten and published by the Atlanta 
City Planning Commission in 1922 explained that “race zoning is essential in the 
interest of the public peace, order and security and will promote the welfare and 
prosperity of both the white and colored race. (Rothstein, 2017, p. 46) 
 




The Buchanan decision mentioned in the passage above alludes to the 1917 Supreme Court case 
Buchanan vs. Warley, which “overturned the racial zoning ordinance of Louisville, Kentucky,” 
which had prevented a Black man from unsuccessfully trying to purchase a property in a white 
Louisville neighborhood (Rothstein, 2017, p. 24). This ruling, which deemed discriminatory 
housing and development practices unconstitutional, was not enough to sway Whitten and others 
from their planning approach.  
Whitten and other local city planners may have been able to skirt Constitutional law 
because state regulatory practices were not particularly strict, but federal entities were actively 
encouraging discrimination with few consequences as well. During the 1930s in Miami, Florida, 
the federal government headed a housing project for Black Americans “in areas that the city’s 
planners had designated exclusively for black residents” (Rothstein, 2017, p. 21). Baltimore is 
also known to have had discriminatory zoning practices even before Whitten shaped Atlanta 
zoning laws: 
As African Americans were being driven out of smaller Midwestern and western 
communities like those in Montana, many other cities, particularly in southern 
and border states, already had large black populations that couldn’t be expelled. 
Instead, many of these cities adopted zoning rules decreeing separate living areas 
for black and white families … The first to do so was Baltimore, which in 1910 
adopted an ordinance prohibiting African Americans from buying homes on 
blocks where whites were a majority and vice versa. (Rothstein, 2017, p. 44) 
 
The impact of these turn-of-the-century decisions can still be seen today, especially given the 
attention that the Black community received after protests following the death of Freddie Gray, a 
Black man who died from injuries incurred while in the custody of the Baltimore police 
(Graham, 2015). In stories like this one, the heavy presence of state-sanctioned segregation is 
still visible and undeniably a source of the strife that permeates many Black communities.  




Such approaches continued all over the country throughout the 20th century. For 
example, urban planners in Austin, Texas, “developed a proposal that included shifting African 
Americans who were scattered throughout the city to a single Eastside ghetto” (Rothstein, 2017, 
p. 24). Austin remains visibly segregated, and it has become more apparent in the face of recent 
gentrification. The once predominantly Black eastern portion of Austin, which had been set aside 
by urban planners, is shrinking. Austin is recognized as “the only major city in the United States 
to experience double-digit population growth while simultaneously seeing a decline in African-
Americans” (Tang and Chunhui, 2014, p. 6). People who have lived in East Austin for many 
years have noticed the displacement of Black Austinites because segregation makes the realities 
of race, such as economic inequality, extremely visible.  
Black Americans are “othered” everywhere through the purposeful placement and 
displacement of their bodies by those in power. Planners and planning processes are part of this 
system of inequality that creates “haves” and “have nots” with racism at its core. Segregated 
lives limit access to resources. Additionally, Black people are heavily surveilled. If they enter 
spaces where their presence is perceived as a threat, consequences are grave, particularly for 
young Black men, who face extreme punishments including incarceration, physical violence and 
death. Although they are not centered in conversations about violence and imprisonment in the 
Black community, Black women also experience these punishments at a higher rate than women 
in other racial groups. These combined elements contribute to a legacy of trauma that remains 
deeply entrenched in Black communities. 
 





Healing the wounds caused by the trauma of slavery and racial discrimination requires 
not only stopping racist practices but also reducing further harm in Black America. Trauma and 
healing are not terms frequently associated with the planning profession. This is confirmed by 
Leonie Sandercock, who “suggests that planners themselves have a role to play in social learning 
and healing, but that role itself remains undefined” (Schweitzer, 2016, p. 130). However, moving 
forward these topics must be part of the equation when planners advocate for equitable 
approaches. 
Though many have a vague understanding of trauma, the American Psychiatric 
Association’s (APA) Fifth Edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
defines it as a reaction rather than something tangible, or “variable expressions of clinical 
distress following exposure to catastrophic or aversive events” (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). The APA Manual goes on to list potential disorders that arise after 
experiencing such an event. The events that can cause one to experience trauma vary widely, and 
it is quite easy to sympathize with those “when the events are natural disasters or ‘acts of God’” 
(Herman, 1997, p. 7). Herman also states that “when the traumatic events are of human design, 
those who bear witness are caught in the conflict between victim and perpetrator.” Sympathy is 
harder to extend when one group is traumatized by another group of people, unless that aggressor 
has already been villainized in relevant platforms. When the aggressor is also the dominant 
group in the society (in this case, European Americans) acknowledgment of its misdeeds against 
another group (Black Americans) is hard won.  
Our understanding of trauma is usually separated into two categories: individual and 
collective. The numerous sources of trauma can be encountered alone or with others. When 




experienced at the individual level, people may seek psychological counseling for healing: 
“Traumatized people are often reluctant to ask for help of any kind, let alone psychotherapy. But 
many people who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder do eventually seek help from the 
mental health system” (Herman, 1997, p. 134). An individual may choose to deal with trauma 
and its aftermath, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), without the help of a 
professional. Self-help books, blogs and social media support groups can provide tools to sort 
through emotions and find healthy ways to cope. This may seem to be a safer and less 
stigmatized approach to many, considering “the therapy relationship is unique because of the 
contract between patient and therapist regarding the use of power. The patient enters therapy in 
need of help and care. By virtue of this fact, she voluntarily submits herself to an unequal 
relationship in which the therapist has superior status and power” (Herman, 1997, p. 134). It is 
the job of the professional to balance this relationship as much as possible, but the very idea of 
this vulnerability may create discomfort for people who have experienced trauma, especially 
women, marginalized racial/ethnic groups, members of the LGBTQIA+ community and those 
who identify with more than one of these groups. But the potential collaborative nature of this 
relationship can be extraordinarily useful for a survivor, providing affirmation and tangible 
exercises to promote healing (Herman, 1997). It is the goal of such work to facilitate a happier, 
healthier future for the patient. 
 The concept of collective trauma is newer than the concept of individual trauma, or the 
old-fashioned and sexist term of hysteria to identify PTSD (Herman, 1997), but it is rooted in 
experiences that have existed throughout humanity:  
The notion of collective trauma was first conceptualized within the psychiatric 
literature in 1976 by Erikson when describing the impacts of a man-made 
flooding disaster on the small mining communities of Buffalo Creek in the United 
States in which 125 people died … Subsequently, collective trauma and related 




terms, such as ‘mass trauma’ and ‘social trauma’, have gained descriptive power 
when observing the impacts of protracted disasters, particularly war, on 
populations in former Yugoslavia, Africa and Sri Lanka. (Krieg, 2009, p. 29) 
 
Defining this experience was revolutionary in a way, because there is power in collaborative 
healing and “given that both trauma and healing happen in a social context that extends beyond 
the individual and dyadic levels, community connectedness is a key area of inquiry” (Schulz, 
Sabina, Jackson, Cattaneo, Brunner & Serrata, 2016, p. 42). Creating the prime environment to 
foster strong relationships after a traumatic event is key, but unfortunately given little priority in 
the United States. Fostering strong relationships is especially difficult when members of a 
community are still traumatized and in survival mode, as is the case for Black Americans.  
Choosing to study or consider trauma means choosing to access the darkest parts of 
humanity. It is “to come face to face both with human vulnerability in the natural world and with 
the capacity for evil in human nature” (Herman, 1997, p. 7). Urban planning is a field that 
encourages optimism about future possibilities, so it would not be a stretch to incorporate ideas 
about trauma into the field. Urban planners are not psychologists. In a field that prioritizes 
equity, resiliency and sustainable practices, however, healing collective trauma is essential. 
Practitioners know that any attempt to work with marginalized communities without an eye on 
the history of the people is doomed to fail: 
There is a widely held interest in how to achieve healing without forgetting 
traumatic episodes: similarly, we must ask how urban planners and policy makers 
can engage with traumatic places while taking into account a plurality of publics 
and generations. (Gleizes, 2015) 
 
This is not easy for anyone, especially those who feel uncomfortable dealing with the rawness of 
humanity. Regardless of how much we try to avoid it, loss, pain and suffering are inherently part 
of the work in planning. Emotions associated with trauma, such as sadness, anger and anxiety, 




remain untreated among Black people and are exacerbated by racist planning practices. Highly 
contested planning decisions are often rooted in these histories.  
It is important to note that addressing trauma does not usually concern collective 
intergenerational trauma, which is central to understanding the Black American community and 
any colonized indigenous community in the world:  
Much of the mass trauma literature focuses on responses from hours to months 
after a disaster, while in the Aboriginal context we are considering a time-span 
over years and generations, where there is no demarcated end to the trauma. 
However, many of the principles and approaches applied to large-scale disaster 
interventions may have value when developing a more integrated framework for 
healing in indigenous contexts. (Krieg, 2009, p. 31)  
This means that multiple sources must be considered when creating a paradigm for trauma-
informed, therapeutic planning. These sources may be tied to urban planning or architecture, as 
well as psychology: 
At the very least, it involves training in negotiation and mediation, facilitation and 
consensus-building, organizing and working with groups of different sizes and 
different kinds of internal conflict. It involves some understanding of individual, 
group, and community psychology, as well as group and community dynamics; 
and some experience doing research in and about communities, with community 
members. (Sandercock, 2000, p. 7) 
 
Rethinking planning requires an open mind and a willingness to examine the unfamiliar. Few 
have examined the concept of therapeutic planning, but some planning scholars are moving in 
that direction through discussions about planning with love:  
The traditional rational planning model situates the planner at an objective 
distance from the planning subject, seeking impartiality through detachment 
between the observer and the thing observed. But persistent critique within and 
outside the planning discipline has undermined the illusion of value neutrality 
underlying the rational model, leaving unresolved the nature of the relationship 
between planner and subject. What might planning look like if love replaced 
distanced objectivity in the planner–subject relationship? What might it mean for 
a planner to love the people and communities that are the subject of planning? 
(Porter, Sandercock, Umemoto, Bates, Zapata, & Forze, 2012) 
 




Porter’s work pushes planners to consider emotional connection to place and how positioning 
emotion front and center might transform the way planning is done.  
Similarly, Mindy Fullilove’s Root Shock: How Tearing Up City Neighborhoods Hurts 
America, and What We Can Do About It offers another perspective. Fullilove is not a planner, 
but a physician who studies the health impacts of urban life and displacement on Black 
Americans while incorporating elements of community psychology. She points to an aversion to 
emotion in the professional world as a barrier: 
Psychotherapist Miriam Greenspan says that our culture has “emotion-phobia.” 
One of the ways we act out this phobia is that we want to limit the amount of time 
people are free to express their emotions, especially the painful emotions like fear, 
despair, and grief. (Fullilove, 2004, p. 226) 
Despite the psychological orientation of this statement, she provides suggestions for spatial 
approaches to combat this avoidance and to provide healing for traumatized communities. One 
includes the use of “milieu therapy,” which Fullilove (2004) identifies as the creation of healing 
spaces (p. 6). Milieu therapy is “psychiatric treatment involving manipulation of the environment 
of a patient for therapeutic purposes”.1 Based on this definition, Fullilove’s suggestion is 
interesting because in psychiatry, milieu therapy is typically used for people with diagnosed 
disorders. Examples of milieu therapy include programs providing enhanced emotional support 
for troubled children or centers that address adult schizophrenia.2 A glance at the websites of 
such programs provides insight on the targeted audiences, which appear to be mainly white 
and/or upper class.  
                                                 
1 The Nursing Education department at Mercer Community College 
(www.mccc.edu/nursing/documents/122lecture1MilieuTherapy.ppt).  
2 Examples include Forest Heights Lodge (https://forestheightslodge.org/clinical-services/milieu-therapy) and 
Hanbleceya Treatment Center (https://www.hanbleceya.com/blog/a-social-treatment-mental-health-benefits-of-
milieu-therapy-for-people-living-with-schizophrenia/). 




What would it mean to incorporate the principles of milieu therapy into public planning 
approaches that address low-income communities of color? Planning may not have a therapeutic 
foundation to build upon, but practitioners can easily pull from existing ideas about spaces for 
healing. One suggestion comes from landscape architecture:  
Gesler’s conceptual framework of “therapeutic landscapes” includes ideas about 
“healing” and health promoting attributes of material landscapes, such as natural 
landscape features and design of “natural”/built environments, and emphasizes 
ways that their association with health depends on their social and symbolic 
importance, as well as their direct physical effects on the human body and mind. 
The therapeutic landscape framework shows how the presence of these 
therapeutic elements in particular places leads them to acquire a “reputation” as 
“healing places”. Experience of “healing places may help people to recover from 
illnesses including mental disorders, and may also help to maintain and promote 
good mental health.” (Curtis, 2010, p. 36) 
 
Incorporating more green spaces is one example of how one’s surroundings can have a positive 
impact on mental and physical well-being, yet studies show that access to nature and green space 
is very limited in historically traumatized communities.  
Many Black people moved to cities throughout the 20th century and continue to 
concentrate in urban areas. Access to green space can combat some of the harsh realities of 
living in a crowded and polluted place. In bell hooks’ anthology Belonging: A Culture of Place, 
she addresses the trauma of leaving the familiar that Black folks participating in the Great 
Migration must have felt, even though they were free to do so and were likely leaving because, 
faced with racial violence and barriers to economic opportunities in the South, they felt they had 
no other choice:  
 
Leaving the agrarian past meant leaving cultures of belonging and community 
wherein resources were shared for a culture of liberal individualism. There is very 
little published work that looks at the psychological turmoil black folks faced as 
they made serious geographical changes that brought them new psychological 
demands. (hooks, 2009, p. 22) 
 




City leaders in the north were not interested in creating a welcoming environment for the newly 
arriving Black migrants: “From the moment the emigrants set foot in the North and West, they 
were blamed for the troubles of the cities they fled to. They were said to have brought family 
dysfunction with them, to more likely be out-of-work, unwed parents, and on welfare, than the 
people already there” (Wilkerson, 2010, p. 14). Stereotypes surrounding Black Americans 
preceded them, informing their treatment wherever they went, although moving to the North may 
have provided at least some measure of safety for them.  
When it comes to addressing collective trauma, it is crucial to remember that:  
Communities are seeking strength-based rather than symptom-based descriptions 
of their experience. No trauma-related term is helpful here if imposed by those in 
positions of power or if people feel obliged to contort descriptions of their 
experience to fit a given category. Collective trauma allows us to acknowledge 
the importance of describing traumatic experience in terms of its impacts on 
connectedness, collectivity and relationships. (Krieg, 2009, p. 30) 
 
Moving toward a new way of planning—one that considers trauma—is best done when members 
of the communities are empowered. Anyone working in communities such as the Black 
community must earn their trust.  
SITUATING THE GULLAH/GEECHEE IN TRAUMA-INFORMED PLANNING 
This thesis will focus on some of the spatial and social dynamics of the southeastern 
American coast. This region offers a unique opportunity to explore the possibilities and 
challenges of trauma-informed planning. In Southern cities such as Charleston, South Carolina, 
the painful history of slavery and Jim Crow is still palpable. Karen Till illuminates this 
phenomenon in the term she coined, “wounded cities,” which are cities that have experienced 
events such as natural disasters or terrorist attacks. Charleston has had its fair share of natural 
disasters, including hurricanes and floods, but other major traumas have been festering for over a 
century. Charleston’s Black residents feel the pain of the past more acutely than the white 




residents, but attempts to erase the bitter realities of the past do no one any good. Till’s ideas 
surround places that have gone through more recent traumatic experiences, but I believe that 
slavery, racism and discrimination are forms of the trauma—especially when remaining 
unaddressed—that also “wound cities,” particularly in the South. Her description here supports 
my claim: 
As human and non-human lives move, interact, and engage with others through 
complex temporal and spatial pathways, the symbolic and material places they 
make also become part of their bodies-selves-environments ... I define ‘wounded 
cities’ as densely settled locales that have been harmed and structured by 
particular histories of physical destruction, displacement, and individual and 
social trauma resulting from state-perpetrated violence. Rather than harmed by a 
singular ‘outside event’, these forms of violence often work over a period of many 
years—often decades—and continue to structure current social and spatial 
relations, and as such also structure expectations of what is considered ‘normal’. 
Such legacies are typical of many postcolonial societies but also haunt Western 
cities. (Till, 2012, p. 6) 
 
Given the explanation above, it makes sense that Charleston and surrounding cities such as 
Savannah, Georgia, have a lot of work to do. The cities saw the eradication of the original 
indigenous peoples, slavery, and the Revolutionary War, all tied to British colonial rule. Trauma 
exists not only in individuals, but in the collective. It is not just within people; it surrounds us in 
the very spaces we create and live in.  
Conditions in the region were brutal for enslaved Africans but did not prevent them from 
birthing a unique culture commonly known as Gullah. Geechee, the other known name for this 
cultural group, is used less commonly in mainstream contexts but is more familiar in some parts 
of the coastal area. Increasingly, the entire community has become known as Gullah/Geechee. 
The Gullah/Geechee have their own distinct ethnicity, notable because “of all African American 
cultures in the United States, [their] lifeways, folk customs, oral history, literature, crafts, arts, 
music and foodways … show the strongest continuities with indigenous cultures of Africa 




(primarily West Africa) and connections with other cultures of the African diaspora” (National 
Park Service, 2012, p. 20). The language, art, music, and spiritual practices of the 
Gullah/Geechee provide clues to their origins, giving members of this community something that 
many Black Americans struggle to claim: the knowledge of and a deep connection to their 
African ancestors. 
Maintaining slavery in the Americas meant that the bonds between the enslaved and their 
homeland had to be broken both physically and emotionally. That meant discouraging the use of 
native language and cultural practices through punishment. Despite this, for reasons that will be 
explored later, the people now known as Gullah/Geechee retained a great deal of knowledge that 
has shaped a strong sense of identity. This identity has been further supported by another unique 
experience that distinguishes them from the broader Black American community: land 
ownership. Newly freed Africans on the southeastern coast were some of the first people to 
obtain land following the Civil War. They established communities of support and self-
sufficiency in the uncharted territory of freedom. However, as the population has shifted, it has 
become increasingly clear how strongly Gullah/Geechee identity is tied to the land in this 
particular part of the country. Today the coastal land and the Gullah/Geechee people are in a 
precarious position in the face of rapid development and climate change. 
 
 




Through my discussion of Gullah/Geechee history and identity, I will explore ways some 
Black Americans have survived trauma and found ways to flourish. How does feeling secure in 
one’s identity serve as a source of strength and healing? How important is land ownership and 
being rooted in a physical place to preserving identity? And how resilient or fragile is this bond 
between place and person? The case of the Gullah/Geechee people offers important lessons for 
Source: The National Park Service (2018) and Denver Service Center Planning Division (2012). Used with 
permission from the Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor.  
Fig. 2: Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor Map 




urban planners through the real-time experience of traumatic land and identity loss. The 
remainder of the thesis is organized as follows: Chapter 2 describes research methods; Chapter 3 
provides an overview of the historical and present contexts of the Gullah/Geechee community’s 
current state; Chapters 4 and 5 offer examples of existing harmful and healing spatial practices; 















CHAPTER 2: EXPLORING THE NEED FOR TRAUMA-INFORMED PLANNING 
 The primary methods used were informal interviews with members of the 
Gullah/Geechee community and with those who work closely with the community. I also drew 
from previous studies and consulted with scholars of the Gullah/Geechee. I adopt the mindset of 
Abayomi Alase by considering which approaches were “flexible enough and ‘participant-
oriented’ enough to get to the real ‘lived experiences’ of the research participants” (2017).  
This flexibility allowed for the acquisition of valuable resources on the Gullah/Geechee. I 
participated in a course called “The Anthropology of the Gullah/Geechee,” taught in the 
Anthropology department at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign in Spring 2017. 
Through this Anthropology course, I was introduced to the specific nuances that separate 
Gullah/Geechee culture from other Black American cultures and to scholars who had dedicated 
their lives to understanding the community.  
Josephine Beoku-Betts is a Black woman whose experiences and reflections on the 
Gullah/Geechee address some of my concerns about pursuing my own research. In “When Black 
Is Not Enough: Doing Field Research among Gullah Women,” Beoku-Betts (1994, p. 413) 
pushes back against the ideas that her race (or any other identity) serves as an automatic “in” to a 
community. In her research about Gullah women, she toggled between her “insider” and 
“outsider” status by describing herself as “a black woman conducting research in a culture 
different from my own, but similar in terms of a common heritage, rural background, and 
extended family structure.” Beoku-Betts is a highly educated woman and is also a first-
generation American—her parents are African immigrants. She also notes that her status as a 
single woman at her age, though still young, was unusual among the very traditional mindsets of 
the Gullah people.  




 This resonated with me in some ways through my experience as an “outsider” in many 
situations throughout my life. I am a Black woman and, unlike Beoku-Betts, I am a descendant 
of enslaved Africans like the Gullah/Geechee. I even have roots in the Lowcountry region where 
the Gullah/Geechee communities reside, but these factors are not enough to make me an 
“insider.” I did not grow up in the region and have no known ties to the Gullah/Geechee. I come 
from an extensive military family in which migration for increased career and economic mobility 
has been common and thus do not feel particularly rooted to any place as many Gullah/Geechee 
people supposedly do. I grew up middle class and well-educated and have entrenched myself in 
that place by pursuing higher education; I have often been told that this aspect of my identity is 
obvious and immediately sets me apart. I have very little experience in rural environments, and 
no one in my family has lived in an exclusively rural area for decades. Like Beoku-Betts at the 
time she wrote the 1994 piece, I am unmarried and have no children at an age that aligns with 
contemporary trends of the broader American population, but may be unusual among more 
traditional, family-centered cultures such as the Gullah/Geechee. While I grew up in a semi-
Christian household, religion was not strictly enforced by my parents, and my limited church 
exposure was nondenominational, devoid of the “Africanisms” that distinguish the Black church. 
Vocal and physical expressions of spirituality that distinguish Black churches can still be found 
among practitioners of Vodun (Vodou) in Benin, Haiti, and New Orleans, as well as among 
practitioners of other indigenous West African religions (Tippett, 2014). I appreciate these 
elements from a sociological point of view, but I consider myself as a spiritual agnostic, which is 
unusual among Black American women in all parts of the United States, let alone a deeply 
spiritual region like the Bible Belt of the South. In Beoku-Betts’ reflections, I confronted my 




concerns about the many ways in which I differ from this community. As such, I used her piece 
as a guide. 
 I was introduced to psychological conceptualizations and language surrounding trauma 
through a Fall 2016 course called “Trauma, Diversity and Resiliency,” held by the Community 
Health department in the College of Applied Health Sciences at the University of Illinois, 
Urbana-Champaign. This course introduced me to the definition of trauma and the various ways 
that its impact is expressed by the victimized. Although individual conditions, such as Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) were a central focus in the course, there was also time to 
examine the experience of collective trauma. I was introduced to specific theories addressing 
trauma stemming from racism and “ethnoviolence” (Helms et al., 2011) as well as broader 
theories surrounding trauma and healing after a collective adverse experience such as terrorism 
or a natural disaster (Ellis & Abdi, 2017; Schulz et al., 2016). This course helped me see how 
these traumatic experiences can be compounded over time when they go unaddressed, 
particularly for Black Americans. 
George Bonanno discusses the capabilities of humans to recover from trauma and to 
build resilience (2008). Healing after tragedy is possible, but only with intentional actions to do 
so. It is not an erasure or diminishing of the event in question, but rather a suggestion that the 
lifelong disruption due to trauma can be prevented with careful and dedicated work to combat it. 
Ideas such as this have led me to the realization that the experiences of Black Americans have 
indeed been dismissed and lessened through keeping these narratives out of schools and the 
wider public sphere. Thus, there has been no real attempt at collective healing for this group at a 
scale that is necessary for true progress. I hoped that some of the narratives I collected for the 




purposes of this thesis would open the door to further understanding of the depth and importance 
of this situation.  
NARRATIVE COLLECTION PROCESS 
 While considering the various challenges and ideas that my initial research brought to my 
attention, I made plans to conduct in-person interviews with Gullah/Geechee community 
members and those outside of the community who work closely with them. I chose this approach 
because interviews “give voice to people’s lives and their perceptions of experiences important 
to them,” allowing the “the researcher to understand the way they see the world” (Arsel, 2017, 
p. 939). It was important to me to approach the experience of interviewing participants as a 
privilege, an invitation into a world that was highly valued and protected. While these interviews 
would serve to gather information about the history, culture and present experiences of the 
Gullah/Geechee from a first-hand perspective, I also sought to obtain more anecdotal evidence of 
land loss and the trauma associated with it in the community. I also hoped to uncover any 
unusual or unique coping mechanisms used by members of the community that could be 
associated with their strong communal ties and identity.  
To identify key informants, I began by researching organizations that had an explicit 
association with the Gullah/Geechee community. I then reached out to organizations with an 
indirect association to the community—they may not have had the term “Gullah” or “Geechee” 
in their title, but the services they provided, and their geographic location placed them in contact. 
This included youth organizations, environmental conservation organizations, city governments, 
churches and historic preservation associations as well as employees at universities, museums 
and nonprofits.  




I then narrowed my list based on who I could make contact with and those who were 
available during my field visits. In Georgia I looked for organizations located in Savannah, 
Midway, St. Simons Island and Sapelo Island, and in South Carolina I concentrated my efforts in 
Charleston, North Charleston, Beaufort, Mount Pleasant, Hilton Head Island, Johns Island and 
St. Helena Island. After scheduling a first round of interviews, I followed “a purposive and 
snowball sampling under the category of a non-probability sample” (Ngozwana, 2018, p. 21).  
 




I reached out to organizations and individuals through emails and phone calls to arrange 
30–60-minute in-person interviews. In some cases, I reached out via Facebook messenger. I 
identified more than 30 people as potential interviewees in the study and interviewed 13. Though 
13 is a small number, I was able to glean valuable information. I conducted interviews during the 
week of October 21 through October 27, 2017 in Charleston, James Island, North Charleston, St. 
Helena Island and Savannah (see Fig. 3). We met in person at local public places, contacts’ 
offices and their homes. With each person, I shared my interview protocol. Zeynep Arsel 
describes this as “an outline of your interview, listing key points of exploration, provisional 
questions, and planned probes and transitions” (2017, p. 941). If they consented, I typically 
recorded the interview on my phone while taking notes. If consent for recording was not given, I 
simply took notes during the interview. 
My final interview was conducted via phone. With the participant’s permission, I used a 
recording application to record our conversation. Ten of the interviews had been pre-arranged, 
and I also did three impromptu interviews. Table 1 lists all the study participants. 
Table 1 
 
List of Study Participants  
Interviewee Number 
and Name 
Gender Age Interview 
Location 
Position in Community 
001 Alfonso Brown Male Retired  Charleston, SC Former schoolteacher and 
current Charleston Gullah 
culture tour guide 
002 Adele*  Female 103 years old James Island, 
Charleston, SC 
Landowner on James 
Island 
003 Donna Female Retired James Island, 
Charleston, SC 
Daughter of Adele 
004 Ade Ofunniyin Male Working Charleston, SC Founder of The Gullah 
Society, College of 
Charleston Professor of 
African American Studies, 
Yoruba priest 
005 Lily* Female Retired Charleston, SC Aunt of Ade 





Most of the people interviewed are public figures who work closely with the Gullah/Geechee 
community. They are well known by local community members and visible on organization 
websites or social media platforms. Those with pseudonyms included people who joined a 
prearranged interview but did not provide formal consent or were without a public-facing 
position in the community.  
 The questions that I asked the participants were based on five ideas that I sought to 
explore throughout this study:  
• What makes the Gullah/Geechee identity unique? 
• Does having this identity automatically correlate with stronger, healthier community ties? 
• Does having this identity correlate with greater pride in oneself and in their community? 
• How do people with this identity respond to communal and individual threats? 
Table 1 (cont.) 
 
List of Study Participants 
Interviewee Number 
and Name 
Gender Age Interview 
Location 
Position in Community 
006 Patricia “Pat” Jones Female Working Charleston, SC Active Gullah community 
member 
007 Tish Lynn Female Working Charleston, SC Director of 
Communications at Center 
for Heirs Property 
008 Heather Hodges Female Working Charleston, SC New executive director of 
the Gullah Geechee 
Heritage Corridor 
009 Mary* Female Working Charleston, SC YWCA of Greater 
Charleston employee 
010 Rev. Bill Stanfield Male Working North Charleston, 
SC 
Metanoia 
011 Nigeria Hill Female Mid-Twenties Savannah, GA MSW student at Savannah 
State University 
012 Marquetta “Queen 
Quet” Goodwine 
Female Working St. Helena Island, 
SC 
Elected leader of the 
Gullah/Geechee Nation 
013 Gia* Female Working Hilton Head, SC Herbalist, storyteller and 
community leader 
*Pseudonym used for participants who did not want their name disclosed. 




• How do people with this identity respond to traumatic situations? 
In seeking insight on these questions, I created two sets of questions to guide me through the 
interviews. One set was for people who identify as Gullah/Geechee, and the other set was for 
those who work with the community through service or collaboration.  
 Each interview began with questions that established who the participant is and how each 
identifies within the context of the Gullah/Geechee community. Responses usually entailed 
someone identifying as “Gullah” or “Geechee,” but not both, except for Marquetta “Queen Quet” 
Goodwine, the elected leader of the Gullah/Geechee Nation, whose leadership encompasses 
those who identify as either or both. Those outside of the community talked about their 
association with the community and its extent. The next questions guided participants to talk 
about their lives growing up with the identity or to determine whether they had heard about the 
identity before working with the community. After establishing identity as the foundation of the 
discussion, I asked broad questions about experiences within the Gullah/Geechee community to 
see if any could be considered unique within the Black American context as well as other 
populations in the United States. I then asked probing questions to situate trauma at the center of 
the conversation. I used regional examples such as land loss, rising property taxes, and the 
impact of rapid commercial and residential development to provoke conversations about past and 
present trauma and healing. These examples sparked memories and encouraged participants to 
tell their own stories. We often strayed away from the questions, leading to unexpected yet 
fruitful conversations. Given the diversity of study participants and their varying degrees of 
involvement within the Gullah/Geechee community, recorded interview times range from 15 
minutes to nearly 2 hours.  




 After spending some time in locations unfamiliar to me, I asked questions that reflected 
my observations as well. I felt uncomfortable spending time in Charleston’s Historic District, yet 
this is where much of my time was spent. I perceived a significant spotlighting of colonial 
architecture and the quaint, romanticized elements of Southern culture such as food, local 
colloquialisms, and activities (e.g., riding in a horse-drawn carriage). My discomfort may have 
stemmed from a pre-conceived bias against the South and my limited experience in the region. 
However, I observed no obvious signs of Charleston’s history of enslavement nor any sign that 
the city’s existence could be attributed to the labor and cultures of enslaved Africans and found 
myself unsettled by how deliberate this seemed. The Old Slave Market Museum (OSMM) was 
the only major historic site connected to Transatlantic slavery in the city. The prospect of visiting 
this landmark, as insightful as it may have been, made me feel uncomfortable. I knew I would 
not be able to detach myself from the painful collective memory of the slave trade. I also 
believed that I would not have access to a space of healing after a visit. 
The Historic District is a successful tourism destination. I mostly encountered people 
who appeared to be white. It is my belief that, despite Charleston’s significant Black population, 
Black tourists may not be drawn to the area because the retelling of history erases slavery from 
Charleston’s public story. During my interview with Tish Lynn, some of my suspicions were 
confirmed when she stated that she noticed the segregation of the city upon first moving to the 
city in the 1980s: 
I think in a way, just in general, having a feeling for the separation of racial 
communities here and the taking advantage of that seems to be almost 
institutionalized to communities, was kind of there. You know, I hadn’t lived in 
the South, ever. (Interview # 007) 
 




People who are new to the area, as Tish once was and as I was during this study, experience a 
palpable division in the city. As a Black woman, this experience felt threatening to me even 
though I had not been on the receiving end of any overtly hostile behavior during my trip.  
When appropriate, I felt it important to describe my emotional responses to Charleston 
during subject interviews. I discovered that this openness helped me build rapport. Arsel (2017, 
p. 945) writes that “sharing your personal story regarding the project with your participants will 
be transformative in terms of building a trustworthy relationship.” Using this more personal style 
sometimes prompted subjects to offer stories of specific instances of racial hostility that they had 
experienced, witnessed, or heard about from friends or family members. On other occasions, 
interviewees affirmed my feelings. They would talk about a purposeful exclusion of both Black 
American and Gullah/Geechee perspectives from Charleston’s historical narrative as well as the 
physical design of the city. It was through interviews and personal reflection that I was able to 
gain insight into the ways that spaces can be harmful. This harm is directly connected to the 
city’s racist history, and it continues today.  
DATA ANALYSIS 
 After the trip, I partially transcribed the 12 recorded interviews and reviewed the notes 
from one that I was not given permission to record. I identified recurring themes in each 
interview. The process proved lengthy and challenging. After completely transcribing one 
interview, I decided not to produce full transcriptions for the remaining recordings for the sake of 
time. Instead, I listened to each interview multiple times and selected statements relevant to the 
purpose of the study. These are the statements that are quoted directly throughout this thesis.  
I adapted the coding process described by Alase (2017). Coding can be described as a 
process to “reduce the first generic chunky statements (or sentences) into fewer words to move 




closer to the ‘core essence’ of what the research participants were actually expressing” (Alase, 
2017, p. 16). While analyzing interview materials, I noticed recurring themes, including pride, 
independence, connection, loss, protection, healing, spirituality, and education. Pride often 
encompassed pride in one’s identity, community, history and culture if the subject identified as 
Gullah/Geechee. Subjects outside of the community expressed a pride in the work that they do 
and their belief in its powerful and positive impact. Coding streamlined the review of the 
transcripts and helped me organize my thoughts after each interview. I did break the interviews 
into “chunky statements.” With more time, one could draw out further nuance in the stories I 
share here.  
INITIAL FINDINGS 
Independence seemed to be an ideal of both the past and the future for those who alluded 
to it. Many interviewees discussed the self-sufficient lifestyles of historic Gullah/Geechee 
communities and how these have been disrupted by the rules and laws that have developed over 
the century to manage property. This has only become more complicated with the upsurge in 
development throughout the southeastern coastal region. There is still hope, with renewed 
interests in land ownership and agriculture among younger generations, that these communities 
can establish a self-sufficiency that reflects the needs of contemporary life.  
To elaborate, independence in this context is not about individualism; it is about building 
a means to survive and thrive among groups of people that have long been at the mercy of 
discriminatory state administrators. The independence that some Gullah/Geechee community 
members revere and advocate for is a communal independence that still fosters connection 
among the people engaged in it. Connection to family members and neighbors proved to be a 




consistent value among the study participants, as well as a connection to land and culture that 
ensured their survival.  
This concept of survival leads us to the themes of loss and protection. There is a sadness 
among the participants who have lost their land, homes or livelihoods and those who have 
merely witnessed these losses. The story of loss is common among Black residents of the region, 
reflecting systemic racism that festers unaddressed all over America. What makes it acute in the 
location of the case study is that landownership, a pinnacle of wealth in Western society, is part 
of the Gullah/Geechee and rural Black experience overall. At one point in time, many families 
experienced the potential of building a comfortable life for themselves and their families for 
generations to come. Unfortunately, such opportunities have been compromised and no longer 
come easy. The ways that this reality has taken shape, many of them nefarious and supported by 
supposedly “neutral” public institutions, create a sense of injustice that is felt by everyone 
involved.  
Many of the participants agreed that we are now amid a resurgence of interest in 
Gullah/Geechee culture, which raises questions about the future of the community. My research 
prior to the trip—from news articles, blog posts, and recently released books on the 
community—confirmed this. However, community advocates like Queen Quet (maintaining that 
cultural pride is important to keeping the culture alive) are working to ensure that this resurgence 
is interspersed with a call for activism to protect Gullah/Geechee landowners and the physical 
integrity of the land itself. Unfortunately, outside forces have taken advantage of this growing 
interest to spur tourism to the region rather than advocate for the property rights of the people 
who need it most.  




Lest I take away the agency of Gullah/Geechee people and paint them as victims, I will 
say that some of the narratives I encountered prior to conducting interviews told stories of 
landowners willingly selling their land to developers. Not every instance of land loss is 
underhanded, and this was confirmed by a few of the interviewees, including Alphonso Brown, a 
Charleston-based tour guide. This willingness may come from lack of interest in maintaining 
land or living in a rural area, but it may also be a difficult decision made by landowners who can 
no longer afford to pay the rising property taxes on their land. Regardless of the reasons, rarely 
does the seller leave the exchange with a fair payment for their property. Alphonso describe this 
situation:  
They … never stop to realize that, a little further on down the road they realize, oh 
guess what? That property wasn’t worth $2,000. That property was worth 
$200,000. Then that's when they get angry and go to a lawyer and try to recoup 
property money. You can’t do that, it’s gone now. You’re the dummy. So that 
the—it’s two ways, people done lost their property over ignorance and a lot of 
’em because—some are really just poor and just don’t have the money for no 
taxes, and you know they lose the property because of taxes. (Interview #001)  
 
Traditionally, land ownership in the United States provides an opportunity to accrue wealth that 
can be passed on to future generations. Among Black Americans, who often lack the necessary 
legal documents and economic opportunities to maintain this status, land ownership becomes 
more of a liability than an asset. The positive ideals of the situation do not extend to the 
marginalized.  
STUDY LIMITATIONS 
A week spent on the coasts of South Carolina and Georgia is not enough time to paint a 
full picture of contemporary life in the Gullah/Geechee community. I did not receive any funding 
to do this research and so had to stay with family in Savannah to keep my expenses to a 
minimum. This arrangement put constraints on where and when I traveled for interviews. It was 




nearly impossible to arrange anything last minute. If given another opportunity and funding, I 
would find an alternative means of housing as well as the appropriate means of transportation 
needed for a more extensive interviewing process. I would also make plans to stay in the region 
longer.  
Though my study was brief, the interviews gave me a glimpse into Gullah/Geechee 
history, one that is in a constant state of transition. A more expansive study might use 
“qualitative longitudinal research” (QLR), which “adds a time dimension to ordinary qualitative 
research, incorporating processes and change. It refers to research that is conducted over a longer 
period of time in at least two waves of data collection” (Vogl, Zartler, Schmidt & Rieder, 2017, 
p. 177).  
Through research, I learned of a number of places with valuable materials about Low 
Country history and culture, including the Gullah/Geechee. I was able to obtain many important 
texts for thesis, but with more time, I would be sure to visit the Avery Research Center at the 
College of Charleston, the Penn Center and the Sea Island Corridor Coalition on St. Helena 
Island, Dorchester Academy in Midway, GA, and the Beach Institute and Pin Point Heritage 
Museum in Savannah.  
 The story here is told from the perspective of mostly older women living in South 
Carolina. Missing are the stories from men, younger people, and those living in other states and 
rural areas. South Carolina’s coastal region does have the most sizable Gullah/Geechee 
population, but it is not the only population. Given more time, I would make efforts to include 
participants throughout the Gullah Geechee Heritage Corridor, which includes a small area of 
North Carolina and a small area of Florida. Because getting around in cities without a car was 
easier, it made sense to stay in Charleston and make the most of my time there.  




 Most of the study participants are highly educated, and thus my position as a graduate 
student did not concern them. There was, however, a concern among a few participants that they 
would never hear from me again after I completed the case study and that I was not doing this 
study to benefit the community, but to build my own academic credentials. When I reassured the 
participants of my interest in maintaining connections and sharing my study results with them, 
the tension eased. This assumption about my reasons for studying the Gullah/Geechee 
community are rooted in a history of scholars benefiting from their studies of the people and 
failing to extend those benefits to the people.  
My being a Black woman allowed Black participants to be more open and to speak to me 
with a candidness that I felt privileged to receive. However, there were some ways that my status 
as an “outsider” in the Gullah/Geechee community and region stood out. Minako Maykovich 
was correct in her assertion that “a minority researcher is not any more free from problems than a 
white researcher attempting to carry on a project in a minority community” (1977, p. 118). 
Representing an academic institution served as a source of division when it came to my 
interactions with some of the participants, and this is a challenge faced by many academic 
researchers from underrepresented communities.  
One situation that exposed my “outsiderness” involved my relationship to personal space. 
My cultural experiences have shaped a desire for a large amount of personal space, which is 
common in Western cultures. However, in West African cultures, including the Gullah/Geechee, 
sharing close personal space with another person is common. In two cases involving male 
participants, I made room for them when they got physically closer to me, and they pointed this 
out immediately. Nothing in their movements suggested a threat and there was no need for me to 




situate myself any differently. We both realized that this was done out of habit and that, within 
their cultural context, the creation of physical distance by another person is viewed as unfriendly.  
While I consider this in some ways a limitation due to my lack of preparation in 
understanding this perspective, I feel that I was exposed to a form of what Ngozwana calls 
“African Indigenous Learning (AIL),” which “is embedded in the practices, cultures and means 
of knowing of many Africans” (Ngozwana, 2018, p. 19). It is not clear to me whether the 
participants involved in these situations view their knowledge and life approaches this way. 
Extensive follow-up after the initial interviews may have revealed the ways in which members of 
the Gullah/Geechee describe their forms of knowledge and interactions with the world around 
them. Because of my initial literature research, I feel that I was exposed to a retained “African 
way of knowing” due to my “social interaction and interconnection” during the interviews 
(Ngozwana, 2018, p. 19). It was fortunate that my ignorance did not cause any offense to the 
participants involved and instead initiated interesting discussions before we returned to the 
questions at hand. Upon reflection, I noted that after any brief discomfort, I could conclude that I 
had been taught a valuable lesson about the importance of connection in this community.  
Finally, connections to the church and spirituality were often expressed as a major source 
of healing among the participants during challenging times. My understanding of the region and 
the culture of Black Americans as well as Gullah/Geechee people confirm that spirituality is 
extremely important, and I believe a more expanded study would have provided a greater variety 
of healing approaches used to cope with the difficulties one might encounter in the community.  
 
 




CHAPTER 3: “AND WE KNOW GOD AIN’T MAKIN’ NO MORE DIRT”3 
Before I started this study, my initial knowledge of the Gullah/Geechee people was 
limited. I knew of their existence from my own ties to the region they call home. I was born at a 
hospital on a U.S. Army base just outside of Savannah, Georgia. Savannah and nearby Sylvania 
have been the homes of my maternal ancestors for well over a century, through enslavement, 
emancipation, and beyond. I did not grow up in Georgia, but it was during a visit as an 
undergraduate student that I first met a Gullah woman. She was a member of my grandmother’s 
church and was visiting her home for the Thanksgiving holiday. My brother and I were struck by 
her unusual accent, and my grandmother explained to us that she was Gullah and that the culture 
was a “part of our heritage.” That sparked a curiosity about the people that never left me. 
The idea to incorporate the Gullah/Geechee people into this study sprouted from my 
initial research on Black Americans as a displaced people. I was interested in understanding the 
long-term impacts of different forms of trauma on Black American community dynamics. From 
an urban planning perspective, understanding the trauma that comes with denying a homeplace 
for Black Americans is an important starting point. Black Americans are a people in motion, on a 
persistent and coerced journey from the Transatlantic Slave Trade, to the Domestic Slave Trade, 
Reconstruction, the Great Migration, Jim Crow, and gentrification. Barring the times in which 
this group was itself considered property, the road to ownership of land or businesses has been 
troubled. Each of these timeframes holds a traumatic story, including the loss of land. That loss 
meant the loss of potential healing spaces and environments where identity formation and 
preservation could take place.  
                                                 
3 Interview #006 




One idea that arose from this exploration is the idea that identity formation is a prime 
casualty in the exclusion of Black Americans from the full experience of citizenship. It was also 
during this thought process that I remembered the Gullah/Geechee are somewhat of an 
exception. From what I understood initially through a vague familiarity with the group, they are 
a subset of Black Americans who are more certain of their identity and their heritage because it 
is more overtly “African.” This is not to diminish the ways in which retention of African cultures 
have clearly been expressed through popular dance styles, music genres and sayings invented by 
Black Americans all over the United States, but unlike most Black Americans, the 
Gullah/Geechee community can speak in a language or sing songs that are recognized by 
present-day residents of West African nations such as Sierra Leone (Toepke, Sevrano, Sevilla, 
Masciadri, & Smart-Grosvenor, 1998).  
 Slavers worked so hard to remove West African ties from the slaves that the existence of 
the Gullah/Geechee’s distinctive language is almost miraculous. This anomaly sets the group 
apart: 
Few realized that the Gullah language originated in Africa, where people from 
different linguistic and cultural groups and geographic regions needed a common 
language in which to conduct business and intertribal affairs. During the slave trade, 
when Africans from different tribes were captured and housed together in holding 
cells, the language spoken in freedom became their method of communication in 
captivity, a West African Coast Creole English. (Burton & Cross, 2014, p. 118) 
 
A prominent scholar of Gullah/Geechee life, Melville Herskovitz (seen in some sources as 
Herskovits), was fascinated by what he called “Africanisms” that “endured despite the 
enslavement process, albeit in transfigured forms existing below the surface of the cultural styles 
that characterized New World blacks, and they could be traced to particular ethnic points of 
origin on the African continent” (Yelvington, 2006, p. 9). Examining this community as a focus 




group in this study offers an important case for the prioritization of trauma-informed planning 
practices for marginalized communities.  
In a celebratory framework, the Gullah/Geechee are described as:  
… living evidence of a remarkable transformation of African to African American 
culture. People speaking Gullah provide testimony to one of the great acts of 
human endurance in the history of the world, the survival of enslaved African 
people away from home. West Africans not only survived, they thrived—
spiritually, intellectually and physically—mainly because family members and 
families bonded with one another ... A close-knit community flourished, drawing 
on individual and collective strengths. (Burton & Cross, 2014, p. 119) 
 
Admiration for this group is often attached to a perception of resiliency. After all, most Black 
Americans are no longer closely associated with West Africans. Distance, time, and 
circumstances have created an irreparable split between contemporary descendants of enslaved 
Africans in the United States and continental Africans. However, Gullah/Geechee culture keeps 
the West Africa of the 17th through the 19th centuries alive in a small corner of North America. 
In the past, some scholars have diminished the Gullah language as a bastardized version 
of English that displays a lack of intelligence and sophistication. James Lorand Matory 
mentioned that this attitude existed even among other Black Americans, especially at elite Black 
institutions like our shared alma mater, Howard University. Despite these attitudes, a Howard 
linguist named Lorenzo Turner tried to push back against this idea in the early 20th century:  
Turner’s book reconsiders a range of Black language varieties long judged 
incorrect and inferior—and no one was probably more convinced of their 
incorrectness and inferiority than were the majority of the Howardites during 
Turner’s time. (Matory, 2015, p. 178) 
 
Scholars like Turner consider the Gullah language the brilliant, resourceful output of a people 
put into an impossible situation; a commitment “to remain one expansive family with a real 
sense of community, helping keep them intellectually, collectively, and ethnically protected” 
(Burton & Cross, 2014, p. 119). This belief stems from what some view as a subversive 




resistance against a practice utilized during the slave trade. Slavers made efforts to separate 
members of the same ethnic group. They understood that such collective action as mutiny or 
rebellion was a greater risk when their captives understood one another. Nevertheless, people 
who may have belonged to opposing ethnic groups, or who may have never otherwise 
encountered each other, formed alliances and loving relationships that led to the mixture of 
various languages and cultural components. These relationships and alliances became 
communities like the Gullah/Geechee and similar groups throughout the Americas. 
Various ideas on the language’s formation exist. After all, many Black Americans have a 
way of speaking that incorporates West African speech patterns and some grammatical rules, but 
they do not have their own “African” language. The widely accepted reason is that the enslaved 
Gullah/Geechee were allowed more independence than others because British plantation owners 
often left their plantations for brief periods of time. One reason was to maintain a solid place in 
the society of their home country:  
By the 1770s, as many as fifty Lowcountry colonists … were living in England 
while maintaining ownership of their Carolina plantations. Numerous other 
members of the Lowcountry elite … spent some considerable time abroad for 
business or schooling. (Mulcahy, 2014, p. 150) 
 
Another reason for their absence was to avoid the most brutal weather and climate conditions of 
a subtropical region like the American southeast:  
Lowcountry planters also engaged in a more limited form of seasonal absenteeism, 
as planters and their families routinely abandoned their rice plantations for several 
months each year. Many moved to Charleston for the summer season, where fresh 
sea breezes provided a healthier environment. Still others travelled to northern 
cities … Regardless of where they went, planters turned over the day-to-day 
management of plantations to overseers for months at a time. (Mulcahy, 2014, 
p. 150)  
 
Additionally, overseers may not have pursued punishment for people speaking their native 
languages or singing familiar songs because their priority was constant production.  




 There are others who believe that this idea of isolation is not only inaccurate but 
patronizing. The Gullah/Geechee lived in a coastal region, in and around a flourishing trading 
center. Again, Matory questions isolation as the foundation of the Gullah/Geechee language:  
 
It strikes me as odd, in principle, that a coastal people, whose homeland neighbors 
a major port and is crisscrossed by highly navigable marshes and rivers, would be 
considered isolated relative to, say, residents of the inland mountains, valleys, 
forests, and prairies where some Black North American settlements are found. 
Navigable water does not isolate islands, and islands are not really insular ... the 
navigable tidewaters of the Lowcountry have long facilitated long-distance 
connections. (2015, p. 204) 
 
The environmental and societal conditions connected those living in the coastal areas, so the 
isolation narratives in origin stories of the Gullah/Geechee language are problematic: 
In the study of Gullah/Geechee language and culture generally, most authors 
invoke “isolation” as a preeminent cause of Gullah/Geechee linguistic and 
cultural Africanness. On the contrary, it seems to me that it is not isolation but the 
distinctive terms of the Gullah/Geechees’ interaction—as landowners, merchants, 
pupils, subjects of a philanthropic “experiment” in social uplift, symbols in the 
folkloric self-fashioning of other populations, and lobbyists for land rights or for 
their own distinctive role in the marketplace—that are producing a proudly 
distinctive, modern, and no less African-inspired identity. (Matory, 2015, p. 202) 
 
Gullah/Geechee people were not free, but they had flexibility in the ways that they 
distributed and enforced labor among themselves due to the looser grip of supervision within the 
coastal region: 
Rather than large numbers of enslaved Africans performing the same kind of 
labor from dusk to dawn under the central direction of an overseer or driver, those 
who labored under the task system were assigned a certain amount of work to be 
completed in a certain amount of time. Once the task was completed, enslaved 
Africans were free to cultivate their own garden plots in slave villages and to hunt 
or fish in order to supplement their food, clothing, and shelter allotments. This 
task system also afforded an opportunity for the enslaved producers of food and 
other commodities to sell their goods and to participate in the market economy. 
(National Park Service, 2012, p. 48) 
 
What we can conclude here is that the Gullah/Geechee culture and traditions are unusual when 
compared with those of Black Americans in other regions. The Gullah/Geechee are proud of 




their identity and some of the study participants argued that this pride has helped them cope with 
centuries of trauma. 
GULLAH/GEECHEE AND THE LAND 
After Emancipation and the end of the Civil War in 1864, the Gullah/Geechee were in a 
unique position. African descendants living on the Sea Islands had already created self-
sustaining communities through their greater independence. They had established systems of 
labor that distributed work in a fair manner. Such systems became a source of stability when they 
entered the new world of freedom and later became landowners (National Park Service, 2012).  
Previously, in Georgia’s legislature, “in 1818, passed a law prohibiting persons of color 
from owning real property. The breadth and depth of the statute foreclosed any possibility of 
African American real property acquisition” (Copeland, 2013, p. 647). But after the antebellum 
economy crumbled, even the wealthiest plantation-owning families in the South faced financial 
uncertainty. Some former plantation owners filed for bankruptcy and set about selling plots of 
land to gain some financial stability. This provided poor white Southerners as well as newly 
freed Black citizens an opportunity to become property owners. 
 Of course, not all were willing to acquiesce to the newest laws of the land. Formerly 
enslaved people had become citizens and presumably had the rights of citizenship, including land 
ownership. Still, many bankrupted plantation owners were unwilling to sell their land to Blacks, 
despite their dire financial straits. Others overcame their pride. One example was described by 
the daughter of a Black landowner on James Island named Donna:  
Grimball was selling land [on James Island]. My understanding is that ... some 
plantation owners would not sell to Black people. But Grimball would sell. So 
people knew that they could go to Mr. Grimball and negotiate for a piece of his 
property. (Interview #003) 




A formerly enslaved person who could afford to purchase a plot of land was often eager to do so. 
Those who could not afford to purchase land often worked hard, with more success through 
entrepreneurship than the debt-entrapment of sharecropping, to save money for a future 
purchase.  
In the early months of Reconstruction, before the sharecropping system was established, 
many newly freed Black people did not have to worry about purchasing land; it was just given to 
them. Leaders of the Union Army, the most famous of them being General William T. Sherman, 
captured land from former slaveholders as one of the spoils of war (Ball, 2015). Many of these 
lands were located on the southeastern coast of the United States, where the Gullah/Geechee 
community was already substantially situated, but in March 1864, Massachusetts Senator 
Charles Sumner led the charge to pass a bill establishing The Freedmen’s Bureau. The bill 
established a system that ensured the land distributed to Blacks was legally protected in the 
fragile, uncertain postwar South (Du Bois, 1901).  
As Gullah/Geechee communities strengthened and settled on the coasts and Sea Islands, 
formerly enslaved Africans moved to the coast as well, both “seeking refuge from the South’s 
unique brand of ‘racial capitalism’” (Kahrl, 2012) and taking advantage of a significant deal due 
to rapidly decreasing land values. The decline of land value, often a red flag for those with 
wealth and privilege, made the coast “ripe for black landownership during an era when, as the 
historian Manning Marable notes, ‘the development of a strong black land base became an 
ideological imperative of black thought’” (Kahrl, 2012, p. 7). In other words, the value of the 
land lay in what it represented to those who had never been able to truly have something of their 
own. The conditions on the coast, as uncomfortable as they could be for those unaccustomed to 
harsh living, were bearable for those who had endured enslavement. 




LAND LOSS: A HISTORY 
The euphoria of Reconstruction is often reflected upon wistfully as a brief glimpse of 
possibilities once considered unimaginable. Africans in the United States were free, holding 
legislative office positions and owning properties. But the hope, so palpable in this era, quickly 
dissolved as the strong movement for abolition disappeared and left a void that needed to be 
replaced by advocacy for the rights of these new citizens. However, there were many among 
even the strongest of abolitionists who believed that enslaved Africans should be free, but not 
equal (Kendi, 2016).  
As slavery was dismantled, another system rose to take its place. After federal troops 
were pulled out of the South in 1877, white Southerners took it upon themselves to deal with the 
newly freed Black population (Woodward, 1955). The new racial capitalism became known as 
Jim Crow. Jim Crow laws attempted to keep Black people in their “place.” Amid economic 
tensions that strained the already difficult relationship between poor white Southerners and the 
newly decimated planter class, leaders unanimously agreed unity would come “at the expense of 
the Negro” (Woodward, 1955, p. 7) and thus established Jim Crow as a system of 
disenfranchisement. 
Land ownership was a source of both pride and fear for Blacks. White men wanted to 
acquire the land owned by Black landholders. They found ways to do so unfairly, including the 
use of violence. These acts clearly violated the tenets of the U.S. Constitution, but were allowed 
in the new Jim Crow era: 
The Tuskegee Institute and the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People have documented more than 3,000 lynchings between 1865 and 
1965, and believe there were more. “Many of those lynched were property 
owners,” said Ray Winbush, director of Fisk University’s Race Relations 
Institute. “If you are looking for stolen black land,” he said, “just follow the 
lynching trail.” (Lewan, Barclay & Breed, 2001) 





The quote above is from an investigative reporting series that the Associated Press conducted in 
the early 2000s. The reports documented how many former Black landowners and their relatives 
had been forced from their land either through subversive means by lawyers or politicians, or 
through overtly violent means such as lynching. As I interviewed, I also learned of the trauma 
caused by being swindled by lawyers who were supposed to be allies. 
Land loss occurred less frequently for Gullah/Geechee people and other Black people 
living on the coast, as it was still an undesirable place to live for white Southerners regardless of 
socioeconomic status. While this kept these Black communities somewhat insulated from daily 
bigotry and danger, moving about proved challenging. Black people who tried to purchase land 
in coastal cities such as Charleston and Savannah faced greater discrimination than when they 
were purchasing land in rural coastal areas.  
Even with these opportunities, many Gullah/Geechee people were driven north to find 
safer and less stifling environments for themselves and for future generations. They believed that 
the industrialized North offered more lucrative jobs. Gullah/Geechee people constituted a sizable 
portion of those Black Americans moving northward and westward during the Great Migration. 
Moving north was also a way to escape from Southern terrorism, particularly lynching. 
Regardless of the reason, the exodus of Black landowning families from the South meant giving 
up land ownership.  
Gullah/Geechee people would often migrate to a city that already had a well-established 
Gullah/Geechee presence. This is what happened to Adele, a 103-year-old landowner on James 
Island, who had moved up to New Jersey as a young woman and raised her family in tenement 
housing before deciding to move back to South Carolina. Said her daughter, Donna, “that’s how 
the Great Migration went. Somebody came up and then you went to your family till you got 




established. And then … somebody else came up and they probably passed through your house” 
(Interview #003). Community was essential, especially for Southern Black families who needed 
someone to be a pioneer, to wave a flag saying “this place is safe.” Black communities in 
Northern cities are filled with people who have roots all over the South, but there is often a 
discernible pattern when it comes to who ended up where. Gullah/Geechee migrants tended to 
stick to the East Coast, traveling to Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New Jersey and New 
York City.  
The movement of Gullah/Geechee people to cities along the East Coast follows similar 
migration trends among Black people throughout the country. For example, many Black 
Midwesterners, particularly Chicagoans, can trace their roots back to Mississippi, with their 
migrant ancestors having followed rail lines seeking safety and opportunity:  
The primary line of the Illinois Central followed a fairly straight path from Cairo, 
a city located in southern Illinois at the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio 
Rivers, through central Mississippi, including the state’s largest city, Jackson, and 
on to New Orleans. In consequence, many African Americans living in central 
rural Mississippi lived in or near towns on the railway. (Black, Sanders, Taylor & 
Taylor, 2015, p. 490) 
 
Texas and Louisiana-based Black Americans, including many members of the paternal side of 
my family, often ended up on the West Coast, especially in Los Angeles and Oakland, 
California. Of course, not every Black migrant followed the rail lines or went to the same places 
as their former neighbors.  
Black migrants created cultures that were unique to the North but heavily influenced by 
the Southern experience. During an interview, Ade Ofunniyin described this experience, 
specifically in Harlem: 
Up and down Lenox Avenue, there were bars and stores and businesses that were 
owned by Black people. And many of those Black people I knew were from 
Charleston. That's why when we flock to either New York or Chicago, there were 




communities of Charlestonians. All of the ... many of the businessmen, the 
gangsters—the Black gangsters—they were from Charleston. There was a movie, 
Come Back Charleston Blue; most people in that movie kind of spoke to who we 
were and the artists the jazz ... we like to say that jazz started in Charleston. The 
Jenkins Orphanage Band, they were here. A lot of whom became great band 
leaders. The dance, the Charleston, came from here. The play, Porgy and Bess, 
came from here. The Renaissance, that they call the “Charleston Renaissance”... it 
didn't start in Charleston, it started in New York with some of the great 
Renaissance artists. But they were from Charleston. (Interview #004) 
 
It was that freedom of expression that allowed Black Americans, including the Gullah/Geechee 
people, to thrive in the North for some time. The freedom to be innovative was another 
contributing factor that drove people to leave the potential economic autonomy that land 
ownership offered. 
One could own enough land in the South to sustain oneself but not enough to catch the 
attention of hostile white Southerners. Mary, a Geechee woman, described how her property-
owning grandfather had to “keep up [a] camouflage of poverty, of need” by accepting donations 
of clothes and other items and taking scraps of food from his place of employment to his family 
(Interview #009). The other option was to move to the North, where property ownership for 
Blacks was extraordinarily rare. Most Black families rented. Banks as well as landlords found 
ways to make renting very expensive and unsustainable for them. But in the North, Black people 
could carry themselves with a certain amount of pride that would have made them a target for 
violence in the South. Neither one of these regions offered complete freedom; there was always a 









LAND AND IDENTITY 
Since the Great Migration throughout the early and mid-20th century, the 
Gullah/Geechee community and the Black population overall has decreased in the South. The 
unique Gullah/Geechee culture has also diminished as people have moved away from the Sea 
Islands and surrounding coasts. Preserving the culture already faces many challenges, but with 
land ownership on the decline, the culture is even more vulnerable.  
Gullah/Geechee migrants tended to assimilate into broader Black America, since even 
other Black Americans would single out Gullah/Geechee people if they caught their tell-tale 
dialect. The Gullah/Geechee people in the North lost much of their ancestral language and way 
of life because few passed on the traditions to their children. That said, many Black parents 
raised their children in the North to provide them with access to opportunities, at the same time 
sending those children to relatives in the South during the summers to keep them grounded in 
their family history. I have heard many Black New Yorkers across different generations recall 
summers spent with their grandmothers in South Carolina. It is possible that many of these 
relatives lived on their own land along the coast and the Sea Islands. These summers in the South 
exposed family members to their heritage that had been abandoned in the North.  
This lost connection to one’s identity and culture is the focus of Julia Dash’s Daughters 
of the Dust, the most famous film representing Gullah/Geechee people. Set in the early 20th 
century, it shows Nana Peazant, an elderly matriarchal character, worrying that her children and 
grandchildren, who are preparing to move north from St. Simons Island, GA, will forget who 
they are and where they come from (Dash, 1999). This fear is rooted in a truth that exists among 
all migrants and their descendants, including indigenous people who have been displaced: place 
shapes identity.  




The experience of place is encoded in our muscles and our bones: the sunshine on 
the longest day of summer, the distance to the corner store, the location of the tree 
with the best horse chestnuts. We moved across these distances in the joy of 
community, in the net of kindness. These distances exist no longer. In summer, in 
winter, our bodies remind us of those places no longer there to satisfy our wants 
and pleasures. (Fullilove, 2004, p. 226) 
 
Having a place that insulates and affirms one’s culture helps to ensure that culture’s existence. 
When people leave, it shrinks the population and therefore threatens the existence of the culture.  
While many have left, some are returning. There has long been a contingent of 
Gullah/Geechee people from the North who return to the South after they retire. Presently there 
is a “reverse Great Migration” taking place among Black Americans everywhere who are 
choosing to make a life in a region with a low cost of living that also fosters communal 
relationships. The revival of the Gullah/Geechee identity includes cultural celebrations and 
historic recognition, including the establishment of the Gullah Geechee Heritage Corridor in 
2006 (National Park Service, 2012). This type of formal recognition attracts those who did not 
grow up immersed in their ancestral ways. It also renews their interest in the land. Among this 
trend are those who are seeking to connect with land-owning relatives to protect and use family 
land.  
Queen Quet believes that “now you have the younger people really taking pride because 
they wanna fight for it [land]. They wanna learn about it, they wanna be a part of it. But—and I 
say younger, 40 and downward.” She goes on to describe the generational differences in ideas 
about land ownership and Gullah identity, saying that: 
People in their 50s ... some in and some out depending on their level of 
assimilation, and then 60s and 70s are not necessarily getting a clear 
understanding ’cause they were taught in school to devalue this. They were taught 
to leave the area. And the 70s, 80s, 90s, 100s going: “Somethin’ wrong with y’all. 
’Cause we been here all the time and valued the land and now y’all wanna come 
back here and don't understand why you don't need a store at every road. Why 




you don’t pave every road. Why you don’t build directly on the beach.” So now 
you get conflicts amongst the folks. (Interview #012) 
 
Leaders in the community are hopeful about the resurgence of interest in the land from younger 
generations. Organizations such as the Gullah/Geechee Sea Island Coalition are banking on this 
interest to build participation in land preservation. Queen Quet founded the organization in 1996 
to advocate for the survival of the culture in response to what she calls the “consistent 
‘destructionment’ and displacement of Gullah/Geechee people” (Gullah/Geechee Nation, 2018). 
The coastal lands have served as a source of food and culture for the Gullah/Geechee 
people for centuries. These same lands have become highly desired as vacation destinations, 
drawing tourists to see the natural and historic landmarks. Tourism has provided economic 
opportunities for local businesses and communities while at the same time driving unsustainable, 
profit-oriented development. Tish recalls this shift:  
We made a decision in Charleston, in the late 80s, to become a tourist town year-
round, when the Navy bases were closed, which was the biggest employer. And 
so tourism was the decision. So we get these huge tour ships landing at the foot of 
the market twice a week. Two thousand five hundred people get off, spend 24 
hours—never put real money in the place, you know, the better restaurants or 
hotels—just go to the trinket places and then get back on the boat. Meanwhile 
we've had this influx of human pollution, I call it, and of just these huge ships that 
never turn off when they're at the port, and it’s right in the heart of the historic 
district. So there’s that part, and development is a part of that too. 
(Interview #007) 
 
Charleston is a desirable location for visitors: proximity to the water, well-preserved colonial 
architecture, and a charming culture broadly called “Southern,” even though it draws heavily 
from the Gullah/Geechee people. For those with no knowledge of the Gullah/Geechee 
community, it is impossible to know which components of Southern culture come directly from 
them. South Carolina’s tourism campaigns often incorporate images, sayings and music 




attributable to the Gullah/Geechee without crediting them. Queen Quet highlights the effort 
taken to combat this appropriation:  
It has taken our pushback to say someone else doesn't own our narrative. 
Someone else doesn’t own the opportunity to interpret who we are and then use it 
for your spaces, your hotels, your historic sites where you put us on a kiosk or on 
a little piece of a documentary and say, “Here they go, they used to be here.” It’s 
unacceptable, you know, for parks, recreation, and tourism departments and 
chambers of commerce to use images of a sweetgrass basket—which happens to 
be South Carolina's state craft now—we got them to recognize that. South 
Carolina state music is the spirituals, we got them to recognize that. But do they 
then turn around and teach that in schools? No. They don't make it part of the 
school curriculum to say, “These are state things, but these are the ones that are 
Gullah/Geechee.” (Interview #012) 
 
Whether tourists know it or not, much of the culture that makes cities like Charleston so 
attractive comes from Black residents, such as the Gullah/Geechee. Much of the architecture that 
visitors admire was built by enslaved Africans, including the Gullah/Geechee. South Carolina 
Photo 1. Gullah Tours van. Owned and operated by interviewee Alphonso Brown in Charleston, SC. Photo by 
author. 
 




has taken small steps to recognize the contributions of Gullah/Geechee, but many of them are 
superficial. This lack of recognition extends beyond tourism. The state curriculum fails to 
prioritize Gullah/Geechee history and culture in public school classrooms. On the one hand, 
South Carolina uses Gullah/Geechee culture as a commodity to spur economic development, but 
on the other hand does not acknowledge this community’s contributions in the state’s history, as 
seen in school curriculum. These omissions contribute to distrust and create tensions between a 
group that is immensely crucial to South Carolina’s history and the leaders who make decisions 
for the state and its municipalities. Tourism provides some income-earning opportunities for 
locals—for example, as artists selling crafts such as the famous sweetgrass basket of the 
Gullah/Geechee and as tour guides, storytellers and performers. But the opportunities are highly 
competitive and often do not provide enough income. The popularity of the area is also 
increasing the cost of living.  
As Gullah/Geechee becomes a visible term in social media, especially among Black 
Americans, curiosity about it is encouraging people to explore the culture. In the growing 
movement to expand Black American travel, there is a focus on visiting places that hold 
significance in the African Diaspora. Diasporic travel is a passion for the new executive director 
of the Gullah Geechee Heritage Corridor, Heather Hodges, who wants to make it easier for Black 
Americans to find and connect with the communities within the corridor:  
One of the challenges of travelers ... in trying to learn more about the 
Gullah/Geechee, there’s no one point of entry. So if you say you’re interested in 
New Orleans jazz, you go New Orleans and you go to the French Quarter and 
figure it out. Or if you want Delta Blues, you go down to Memphis, you go down 
to Clarksdale ... you know, there are points of entry. With Gullah/Geechee, it’s a 
little more disparate because the Corridor is so large and there are so many 
communities. (Interview #008) 
 




Hodges is making it a mission to build on the interest in the Corridor and create points of entry 
for visitors, both those who may have Gullah/Geechee ancestry and those being introduced to the 
ethnic group for the very first time. However, some feel that these initiatives still commodify the 
culture for those privileged to travel, including Black Americans.  
The Gullah/Geechee renewal faces some challenges. Ironically, the increased interest in 
the Gullah/Geechee culture helps keep it alive, but the number of visitors with the growth of the 
tourist industry makes it harder for Gullah/Geechee families to afford to live in the area. As thirst 
for coastal real estate grows throughout the region, development pushes long-time families away 
from their land. Luxury development targets a wealthier demographic and displaces lower-
income residents, many of whom are Black Southerners, including Gullah/Geechee. This 
“gentrification” has elevated conversations about Black landownership and loss in the South. 
PRESENT DAY GULLAH/GEECHEE LAND LOSS 
Scholars (e.g., Kahrl, 2012) point to the invention of air conditioning and improved insect 
repellent as the beginning of the end of land ownership among the Gullah/Geechee. Lands that 
had not been given a second thought by white property developers and business owners became 
hot commodities. Land by the rivers, marshes and ocean that had for centuries served as the sites 
of baptisms and provided access to an abundant source of food for Gullah/Geechee people have 
become highly desired “waterfront property.” Within the Gullah/Geechee spiritual context, as 
well as many other contexts, water carries immeasurable significance. People with the financial 
means to start new ventures are part of a larger effort to “tame” this landscape. The same banks 
and legal institutions that proved challenging even for well-established Gullah/Geechee 
community members are eager to support this new development. Unfortunately, Gullah/Geechee 
people have been taken advantage of in the pursuit of property for commercial development.  




The interest in development along the coastal areas of the South by white developers 
began in the 1950s and was accelerated by desegregation in the 1960s. The beach at Hilton Head 
Island, off the coast of South Carolina, was once segregated and designated only for Black 
vacationers. Now it is one of the most popular tourist destinations in the southeastern United 
States, providing luxury amenities like beachfront properties, 5-star restaurants and world-class 
golf courses. Hilton Head was also once a thriving Gullah/Geechee community. Little remains of 
that history now, apart from some members of the Gullah/Geechee community working in a 
service capacity at the resorts. The 5-star restaurants serve Gullah-inspired dishes without any 
recognition, often described as simply “Lowcountry cuisine” (Interview #008). Nowadays, 
however, according to Heather, “chefs are being more transparent now with saying what’s 
Gullah and what’s not Gullah,” as pride in the Gullah/Geechee identity continues to grow along 
with calls for accountability among the local businesses.  
Hilton Head Island, Dafuskie Island and Sullivan’s Island were once Gullah/Geechee 
land. These islands have been rapidly purchased piece by piece by developers for luxury homes 
and hotels. Landowners for some reason or another may choose to sell their land or are forced to 
sell. A Gullah/Geechee person who owns a plot of land near a burgeoning or bustling tourist 
destination is often faced with the challenge of paying high property taxes. “I mean today the 
value of the land is just ... exploding as we speak,” says Donna (Interview #003). This makes the 
cost of ownership increasingly difficult. Limited opportunities for upward mobility, along with 
discrimination and low-income jobs, contribute to the problem. Also, even though numerous 
family members may have claim to a portion of land, it is usual for only one or two members to 
pay the taxes. 




Like most residents of rural areas, the people living in these communities live on well 
water, as they have done for decades. In recent years, local governments such as Beaufort’s now 
require well water users to convert to city-supplied water. Private wells and septic systems are 
capped by city officials and property owners must connect to the municipal sewer and water 
systems (Wheeler, 2016). The cost of using city water versus well water poses a financial 
challenge for low-income, rural residents. Tish explains: “You know, the whole question of 
sewer infrastructure ... septic, wells ... this whole part is a huge issue in these communities. And 
it’s being imposed, and that’s causing people to lose their land … regardless of whether they 
want it or not” (Interview #007). If landowners are unable to pay the bills for city water, they 
“can … have their home seized and sold off” (Wheeler, 2016). This is especially threatening for 
many residents in the rural areas of the region because some people faced with high sewer tax 
fees “are retired people on fixed incomes who say they simply can’t afford to pay $250 a year for 
the next 20 years” (Wheeler, 2016).  
Some even believe that the well water was fine before it was capped, and any usage of 
well water now comes at significant risk without the usual proper maintenance and regulation. 
Donna claims that “If you don't have city water, the well water has been compromised ... 
whatever they do, when they’re building, the well water now—if I wash my car with that water, 
it stains my car” (Interview #003). It is her belief that the increased construction in the region has 
increased pollution in the wells’ groundwater source. This situation has only deepened already 
strong feelings of mistrust toward the local government and their priorities. To some, this is just 
a way to force landowners off their land, and further evidence that the government favors 
potential developers over long-time residents.  




This mistrust of government, legal systems and financial institutions exists not only in 
coastal cities such as Beaufort, Charleston and Savannah, but throughout the South. The loss of 
land is a common narrative among Black Americans. Linked to the loss of land are stories of 
lynching and other forms of violent intimidation litter during the Jim Crow era. Today, the 
Gullah/Geechee’s loss of land continues, but the coercive illegal tactics used to acquire desired 
land are often replaced by coercive legal tactics.  
HEIRS’ PROPERTY 
The informal and communal nature of landownership in Gullah/Geechee communities 
poses serious legal and financial challenges and contributes to the loss of land. As Black families 
were gathering land during the Reconstruction era and subsequent years, they divided it among 
themselves orally, using a form of dissemination that remains one of many West African cultural 
retentions, or “Africanisms,” among the Gullah/Geechee people and other Black American 
communities. However, within the context of American property law, oral tradition does not 
neatly fit. Tish, who works at the Center for Heirs Property, an advocacy group, describes this 
type of landownership as heirs’ property:  
Heirs’ property is owned in common by family members. And it occurs when 
land is passed without a will. And when that happens it then becomes owned by 
multiple members of the family. Or if a will, even if there is a will, if an estate is 
not probated within the 10 years required by law in South Carolina, it becomes 
heirs' property too. So even if there was a will, if the estate doesn't probate it, that 
will is just a piece of paper. (Interview #007) 
 
Heirs’ property is a system that springs from tradition. Tish confirms this by saying, “For 
African Americans, I then came to understand the incredible importance of owning land, having 
your land, that's yours, and passing it on to the next generation. Of course, it was passed on 




orally rather than written in many cases, which is why we deal with heirs’ property” (Interview 
#007). 
 
The desire to own land collectively stems from another “Africanism”: that of maintaining 
close family ties while also creating an extended family dynamic throughout a community. Even 
during enslavement “on the larger plantations with a number of Black families related through 
consanguineal and affinal ties, the households of these families might have formed groupings 
similar to African compounds” (Sudarkasa, 1998, p. 99). Beyond enslavement, it is known that 
the Gullah/Geechee managed to maintain this familial/communal structure on their properties, as 
“in later times such groupings were found on the South Carolina Sea Islands and other parts of 
the South” (Sudarkasa, 1998, p. 99). Such collectivism clashes with the stringent, individualistic 
reality of property law in the United States, and the informality of these arrangements poses 
Photo 2. A plot of land with multiple homes in the James Island, SC, community of Sol Legare. Photo by 
author. 




some serious legal problems. Additionally, within the context of American property law, oral 
tradition does not neatly fit either.  
Janice Dyer and Conner Bailey (2008) describe the challenges of heirs’ property in their 
report on the subject: 
Co-owners of heirs’ property by definition lack clear title to the land, holding, 
instead, a “clouded” title. As a consequence, they are not eligible for government 
housing rehabilitation programs, cannot use the land as collateral or obtain a 
conventional home mortgage, and cannot use their property as collateral for 
business loans. All decisions regarding use of the land, such as harvesting timber 
or leasing for agricultural purposes, must be agreed upon by all entitled to the 
land. In many cases this is not practical since shareholders are scattered across 
several states and, even if all could be located, no action can be taken if even one 
co-owner disagrees. (p. 318) 
 
One of the main sources of this legal headache is explained by Tish, who says that heirs’ 
property owners: 
Own percentages, not pieces, which is often the way it’s spoken of ... It’s “You'll 
have the piece over here, and you’ll have the piece by the river and the tree and 
everything else. So they still ... even coming in to see us they’ll talk about it as 
pieces. Sometimes it’s a rude awakening when they find out they own a 
percentage and it might be very small. (Interview #007) 
 
 Oral dissemination has made it difficult to determine the exact percentage of land designated to 
each descendant. Such ambiguities create legal loopholes for private developers to acquire 
desirable land. Additionally, “distrust of the legal system, superstition, lack of education, and 
reluctance to make decisions that may cause friction between family members” exacerbate an 
already complicated land ownership tradition in Black communities (Dyer & Bailey, 2008, 
p. 319). 
One of the Sea Island communities currently in transition from Gullah/Geechee owned to 
private developer owned is Sol Legare on James Island. The Center for Heirs Property works 
closely with the community, and Tish noted that: 




They [the community residents] are so vulnerable … and they are very resistant to 
do the heirs’ property work. I have seen those long, narrow strips of land … There 
are 4 acres, and it's like 100-feet wide and then goes for 4 acres. That’s kind of 
how it was drawn. And it’s just getting bought up. (Interview #007) 
 
Despite the risk of losing land without proactively obtaining the necessary legal documents, there 
are many who are too proud to share their financial difficulties with the community to get 
assistance with paying property taxes and bills. This secrecy runs contrary to a tradition of 
communal openness that long existed historically among Gullah/Geechee people. Others are 
unwilling to reach out to extended family members in the process of creating a family tree, 
which is required when clearing titles for heirs’ property. For still others, their superstition is so 
strong that the idea of writing a will elicits fear. Queen Quet has also observed that a lack of 
communication between older and younger generations creates a lot of confusion about who gets 
what portion of the land as well as what should be done with it:  
The kids ain’t gonna understand what they inherit the day you die, and then you 
gonna leave a bunch of people here fightin’ if you don't write this will right now. 
Trying to get them out of some traditions of: “If I write a will, I’ma die.” That's 
not true. Getting people to understand—now my will’s written years ago and I’m 
still around here, ain’t goin’ nowhere. So trying to get them to understand the 
legalities as elders versus just tradition, and then getting them to open up more. 
(Interview #012) 
 
Those with Gullah/Geechee ancestry who were raised in the North, upon finding out 
about their heritage and the land owned by their family, often reconnect with Southern family 
members. Family from the North use their educational background and expression of goodwill to 
build trust. Because everyone with a percentage of land has an equal holding, it is not uncommon 
for these Northern family members to sell the land rights from under the rest of the family. Those 
members who may not be as educated do not expect someone who calls themselves “family” to 
act this way. Sometimes, landowners genuinely want to sell their land but then take an offer that 
is far below the actual value of the land. Alphonso described people selling their property who “a 




little further on down the road they realize oh, guess what? That property wasn't worth $2,000. 
That property was worth $200,000” (Interview #001). Heirs’ property proves to be a liability 
despite some of the more honorable reasons for its existence. This lack of clarity around 
ownership makes Gullah/Geechee people vulnerable to displacement and contributes to 
community instability. 
The natural beauty of Charleston and the Sea Islands draws tourists and new residents. 
This wealthier and whiter demographic is directly and indirectly displacing Gullah/Geechee 
communities. Gullah/Geechee traditions around land ownership and heirs’ property is easily 
undermined by those with the power to make decisions about land development in Charleston. 
Commodifying nature and culture for the pleasure of outsiders has disrupted a delicate balance in 
sustaining the ecology of the coastal communities.  
LITERALLY LOSING THE LAND 
The term “Lowcountry” is so deeply associated with culture that it is easy to forget that it 
has to do with physical geography. Sitting below sea level made Charleston an excellent port, 
especially in the antebellum era, when it served as the largest point of entry for enslaved  
Africans. However, what made the city economically competitive at a time when ships were the 
most common mode of transportation has made it a challenging place to live. Hurricanes that hit 
the East Coast often leave Charleston damaged in their wakes. Locals know that part of 
Charleston life is dealing with floods and have learned to live with it. The unseasoned newcomer 
is quickly disappointed by the unforgiving geography and climate. 
Charleston and surrounding areas are prone to extensive flooding. As a subtropical 
climate, there is a great deal of rain throughout the year that raises levels of the sea, rivers, and 




marshes in the region. Development trends, particularly the filling in of wetlands and covering 
the land with concrete, eliminates the natural ways the coast absorbs water. During my interview 
with Ade, his aunt, another long-time Charleston resident and Gullah community member, joined 
our conversation:  
The storms that used to come in this area, this was before … the loss of our trees 
and stuff. So with the trees—and they put what the people call it? Cement. 
Cement blocks the flow. When they tear things down and put that cement that 
means they’re blocking something else. So at high tide when water comes, it has 
to run off. And where’s it going? It can't go in the ground because of cement. So 
that messes up ... So this time, after Hugo came, Hugo taught them a lesson. 
(Interview #005) 
 
After Hurricane Hugo in 1989, Charleston was greatly damaged. Many people fled in the 
aftermath. However, Gullah/Geechee people, who have become resilient in the face of this 
weather over centuries, watch as newcomers come and go when they encounter an environment 
Photo 3. Marshes of Mosquito Beach on James Island, SC. Photo by author. 




that they are not well prepared for. College professor, Ade, jokes that transplants to the city 
“need to bring your two cars and a boat.”  
Climate change adds additional challenges to living along the coast. The Gullah/Geechee 
Sea Island Coalition works to raise awareness of the impact that climate change has on the Sea 
Islands. Though they have sustained a vibrant culture, the Sea Islands are just as vulnerable as 
the culture itself. They are barrier islands, natural protection for the mainland from erosion and 
strong storms. As such, they take the brunt of storm damage. It is not uncommon for an island to 
slowly shrink as another island grows larger. Without the islands, the coastline would be exposed 
to the full force of nature’s power and local community lands would be at risk of being washed 
away. The growth of development on the islands and the mainland shore contribute to this 
erosion. The Gullah/Geechee community has also made changes to the landscape, but those had 
much lower impacts than today’s development activities. Additionally, the increased human 
presence translates to more pollution both on the land and in the water. The areas also witness 
Photo 4. A boat launch in Sol Legare, James Island, SC. Photo by author. 




negative impacts on habitat and migratory paths for birds and fish. Ade stated that “it’s 
disrupting the ecology. Not only the economy but the ecology. You know the fish don't swim 
like they used to because they’ve been rerouted” (Interview #004). 
The impact of development on the natural environment mirrors the experiences of the 
Gullah/Geechee. There is an effort of “rerouting” the community from its coastal homelands. 
This negatively affects the livelihoods of the people and encumbers the work of preserving their 
culture. Unlike the displaced wildlife of the region, however, the Gullah/Geechee people can use 
their voices to advocate for the protection of their rights. Consequently, as a group known for its 
strong connection to nature, they are also advocating for the protection of local ecology. As 
planners, we have a responsibility to ensure the well-being of all stakeholders in a community, 
not just those with deep pockets. Our task is to listen closely to the Gullah/Geechee when it 
comes to their needs and dreams for their community. We must elevate and amplify their voices 
in order to mitigate past traumas and stanch the flow of new traumatic experiences. The next 
chapters will examine the harmful practices that are particular to the southeast as well as healing 













CHAPTER 4: HARMFUL SPACES: TRAUMATIC SPATIAL PRACTICES 
Racism continues to shape the spaces we live in, especially in the southern United States, 
where the history of slavery and Jim Crow, though no longer practiced, are still embedded in the 
physical structures, policy choices, and social practices in cities. The growth and development of 
cities are usually lauded, but they carry a hidden story of trauma that has left the landscape filled 
with harmful spaces. Broadly speaking, I consider harmful spaces to be environments that cause 
a person or a group to experience new trauma or that compound existing trauma. This can be 
done through the placement of symbols meant to remind people of their diminished place in 
society, as well as a lack of symbols that celebrate a group of people. 
While I was in Charleston, the discomfort for Black residents was palpable. Efforts to 
remember the past and highlight the contribution of Blacks are met with resistance by many 
white Charlestonians. Mary described the reasons that she left the city as a young adult:  
When you’re talking about education, opportunity, jobs, housing and just living. 
Just to live. Just to ride in a car and have an education and have a new car and 
have ... not sit in the traffic next to a white person and have them look at you as if 
to say: “What is this n***** doing sitting in a car better than mine?” And that’s 
what I hear in my head ... when I'm down South, when I'm at home. And why I 
left. (Interview #009) 
 
Her words bring voice to two dilemmas that contribute to an ongoing barrier to stability for 
Black Charlestonians: a lack of opportunity and an “othering” that can be both subtle and overt. 
There is nothing new about the Black presence in the South; the ancestors of today’s residents 
most likely built the cities that white Southerners claim as their own. Despite the illegality of 
discrimination, there are still ways in which Black people in the South are made to feel 
unwelcome and identified as a detriment to economic progress in the region. Adding insult to 
injury, the history of these spaces gets whitewashed. Charleston, like other places, tells a 




sanitized narrative about its growth and development; this chapter will bring to light hidden 
realities. 
 Many generalize the South as a slow place compared to its northern and western 
neighbors, as parts of the south have been “at the bottom of socioeconomic-indicator ratings for 
decades” (Dunn & Preston, 1991, p. 1). The reliance on slavery in the antebellum period meant 
the South did not need to develop its industrial infrastructure. As jobs boomed in the North, the 
South remained agrarian throughout the 20th century. Southern industrialization has been 
catching up, having more recently “leaped ahead of some southwestern, Great Plains, and Rocky 
Mountain states in per capita income and other measures of development” (Dunn & Preston, 
1991, p. 1), but Blacks have struggled to access these jobs (Dunn & Preston, 1991). Some 
Southern cities attribute their economic vitality to tourism. Others are wooing companies with 
the promise of cheap land and an eager workforce in coastal cities such as Charleston and 
Savannah. The expanding economy offers more opportunities for a low-skill, less-educated 
workforce pool, but Blacks have less success in obtaining such jobs.  
As Charleston continues to encourage companies like BMW to build plants in the area, 
tourism still plays an important role in the economy. Either way, the new industrial jobs or the 
growing tourism sector, Blacks, including Gullah/Geechee residents, find they do not benefit. 
For example, during our discussion Mary recalled how her community was harmed rather than 
helped by development:  
Right now, where the [Charleston] Museum is and where the aquarium is, Joseph 
Riley who was the mayor for 40 or 50 years, decided that he wanted that property 
... and it was owned by Blacks. He went, and they said that the property was 
contaminated and that all those low-income houses in the area had to be 
condemned. He moved all of those people out. The ones that owned houses, they 
gave them almost nothing for the property, ’cause it was contaminated property. 
So they didn't even have enough money to buy homes in other areas, if they got 
paid for it at all. On that “contaminated” property now sits the aquarium, the 




[Charleston] Museum, a park, maritime center, a theater; all brand new. And that 
property not 20 years ago was said to be contaminated and condemned and owned 
by Blacks. (Interview #009) 
 
The story Mary tells is corroborated in literature by Melissa D. Hargrove (2009), who describes 
“the 1992 forced relocation of 160 Black families from Anson borough Homes in downtown 
Charleston to peripheral areas off the peninsula.” Just as Mary described, “according to the 
Charleston Housing Authority, as well as city officials, the area was contaminated with ‘traces of 
coal tar residue left by a creosote plant that operated from 1887 to 1892,’” but “several months 
before this discovery, the city had been granted a $2.9 million modernization grant to renovate 
the project complex—which it desperately needed” (2009, p. 98). 
 Concentration in environmentally degraded areas disproportionately exposes Black 
communities to health risks, but why not clean up the contaminated land that is owned by 
Blacks? If the land is so dangerous, how is it possible to build another structure on it, especially 
such a public one? In the planning and development of America’s cities in the 20th century, 
“race was so strong a statistical predictor of where hazardous waste facilities could be found that 
there was only a one-in-10,000 chance of the racial distribution of such sites occurring randomly, 
and that the percentage of minorities living near incinerators was 89 percent higher than the 
national median” (Rothstein, 2017, p. 55). Mary’s memories convey the pain of being excluded 
and taken advantage of. The siting of the Museum on property formerly owned by Blacks sits 
poorly with Black Charlestonians. Residents see a double standard—one for whites and another 
for Blacks. Dismantling Black communities for the larger “public good” often means loss of 
wealth for Blacks and wealth accumulation for whites.  
 




THE “NEW” PLANTATION AS A HARMFUL SPACE 
 
 
All the states within the current Gullah Geechee Heritage Corridor (apart from Florida, 
which was Spanish) were an originally colonies of Great Britain: North Carolina, South Carolina 
and Georgia. This is apparent in the architecture of Charleston’s historic district, which 
showcases narrow and sometimes cobblestone streets and well-preserved buildings. Still, Tish, 
who is a Charleston transplant rather than a native Charlestonian, reflected:  
I was an art history and architecture major at Smith College. The history of 
architecture. If you think anyone had mentioned Charleston in those classes—no. 
They talked about Beacon Hill in Boston. Same vintage; much smaller, little two 
or three streets of these historic properties, and individual buildings of note, 
municipal buildings of history. But hundreds of 18th- and 19th-century homes, all 
concentrated in a peninsula, and you never spoke of it? So I still think that South 
Carolina, as much as it’s more on the map, is still kind of under the radar of a lot 
of people. (Interview #007) 
Photo 5. Example of historic architecture in Charleston’s 
Historic District. Photo by author. 





While Charleston’s colonial history may not be widely known, it is locally celebrated, and this 
celebration hides the brutality of the African enslavement.  
Charleston was not just a city where slavery was prominent; it was the largest slave port 
in North America: “historians believe as many as 40 percent of all enslaved Africans arrived at 
Gadsden’s Wharf” (Kropf, 2011), which now lies in the city’s historic district. Many locals are 
either unaware of this history or are in deep denial about it. This is no accident; white 
Charlestonians campaigned to eliminate displays of Black history, good and bad, in the 
immediate aftermath of the Civil War. One cannot say that slavery did not exist in Charleston 
without appearing foolish; instead, “it is too easily domesticated into a discourse about 
paternalism, relationships, community, homes, households, and intact families ‘white and 
black’” (Yuhl, 2013, p. 595). In other words, claims that slavery was not so bad are common and 
accepted by those who benefit from that narrative. At the same time, celebrations of the 
luxurious plantation lifestyle lived only by the wealthy slaveholding class continue without a hint 
of irony.  
 Charleston’s erasure of enslavement in its history has not gone unnoticed by scholars. In 
a journal article titled “Looking the Things in the Face: Slavery, Race, and the Commemorative 
Landscape in Charleston, South Carolina, 1865–2010,” Robert and Kytle (2012) describe the 
experience of a Black Charlestonian learning about and campaigning for citywide recognition of 
a slave who had orchestrated a rebellion in the antebellum period: 
That a black Charlestonian like Darby, who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s, had 
never heard of Denmark Vesey—who was executed in 1822 for plotting a slave 
rebellion in the city—is not entirely surprising. Charleston had worked hard since 
the nineteenth century to avoid candid discussions of its slaveholding past. When 
Scandinavian writer Fredrika Bremer visited the city in 1850, for example, she 
repeatedly talked about slavery with locals. Yet Bremer found these discussions 
unsatisfying … Bremer underscored a critical feature of the city's vexed 




relationship with its history that persists to this day. Slavery in Charleston—and 
the city's history of race relations more generally—is rarely acknowledged. 
(Robert & Kytle, 2012, p. 640) 
 
Even surrounded by slavery, visitors were unable to learn much about it from city residents 10 
years prior to the start of the Civil War. This lack of accountability continues today with white 
Charlestonians, particularly among those who have “been ’ere,” a term used to describe those 
who have lived in the city for generations and likely still benefit from wealth obtained by their 
slaveholding ancestors (Interview #007).  
 Ignorance, denial and apathy certainly do not explain why plantation tourism does not 
incorporate slavery’s brutality. This erasure makes it easy to imagine that the large plantation 
homes and expansive fields surrounding them can be attributed solely to the brilliance and work 
ethic of the people who owned them. To acknowledge slavery would ruin this myth. It is easy to 
appeal to wealthy patrons who consider the classic film Gone with the Wind an accurate and 
idealistic portrayal of antebellum life. Legislators, developers, and corporations depend on a 
sanitized antebellum story for their tourism empire in Charleston.  
 This romanticized version of plantation life is harmful. Instead of being educational and a 
space for reflection about past trauma, spaces of tourism become harmful by dismissing slavery: 
Few southern communities that explicitly bank on their plantation past through 
historical tourism highlight properties or venues associated with the domestic 
slave trade. The racialized commerce in human beings is a painful subject that is 
exceedingly difficult to present in public historical form. (Yuhl, 2013, p. 594) 
 
The historic preservation practices in this region also reflect this attitude. It is not uncommon to 
see well-maintained plantation mansions next to disintegrating slave quarters or an empty plot 
where slave quarters have been torn down. 
The celebration of plantation life uses of the term plantation to evoke a sense of luxury. 
Development projects named with the word plantation are not targeted toward people of color. 




Local Black Hilton Headers voice their displeasure with the use of plantation in names of 
resorts, condominiums and gated communities. One sees the name across the Hilton Head Island: 
Hilton Head Plantation, Shipyard Plantation, and Indigo Run (Hilton Head Island, 2018), 
alluding to the indigo grown by enslaved Gullah/Geechee in the 18th century, are examples of 
“the gated, lavish residential neighborhoods, which comprised over 50 percent of the island, 
symboliz[ing] the community’s fragmentation” (Shannon & Taylor, 2003, pp. 190–191). As 
these “new” plantations emerge, the demographics shift. Shannon and Taylor (2003, p. 192) 
observe that, as “Hilton Head’s white population in the ‘plantations’ grew, the black community 
was growing proportionately smaller and their voice in Hilton Head politics was becoming 
increasingly weak.” This loss in numbers and voice translates to a loss of power. Black Hilton 
Headers, mostly Gullah/Geechee people, have pushed back unsuccessfully against decisions that 
make their properties increasingly expensive to live on.  
With the growth of new plantations on the island, Black residents noticed more 
limitations on where they could go:  
Before development began, the island’s native residents could go anywhere on the 
island they wanted. After development, access was restricted to residents or 
people with residents’ permission, such as workers or guests. In the case of Sea 
Pines Plantation, non-residents could gain admittance by paying a $3 fee. In part, 
African Americans were offended by the very existence of gates intended to keep 
them out except when admitted by permission. The gates, and the use of the 
‘plantation’ label, served as uncomfortable reminders of the legacy of slavery. 
(Shannon & Taylor, 2003, p. 187) 
 
The new plantations socially, economically and physically displaced Hilton Head’s Black 
residents, and new transplants who “did not seem to understand the concerns of the African 
Americans who had lived on Hilton Head all their lives” exhibited “an indifference to (or 
unawareness of) the negative connotations of the word ‘plantation’ for the descendants of slaves” 
(Shannon & Taylor, 2003, p. 188).  




Black residents who remained found themselves not only psychologically assaulted by 
the lack of empathy shown by newcomers, but soon physically prevented from accessing land 
and water that had been part of their communities for generations as it became privatized and 
gated for the elite. At the same time, the most basic maintenance services were prioritized for the 
new communities: 
Outside the gates were most of the resorts, businesses, and the island’s black 
neighborhoods. These last often had poor roads, minimal water and sewage 
services, and minimal garbage pickup, while inside the plantations the level of 
services provided was much higher and included neighborhood pools and garbage 
pickup by quiet miniature electric garbage trucks paid for through neighborhood 
association dues. (Shannon & Taylor, 2003, p. 191) 
 
In this way, whether new residents chose to acknowledge it or not, there was a clear delineation 
of wealth, power, and comfort that mirrored the plantation culture of antebellum life. Though not 
slavery, these new “plantations” did restrict the movement of Black Hilton Headers. With 
controlled access, the new communities became off limits to Gullah/Geechee residents because 
access had become “by permission only” (Shannon & Taylor, 2003). For Black service workers, 
this relationship feels like a resurrection of plantation culture and evokes a strong visceral 
feeling. 
ANCESTRAL ERASURE AND COMMEMORATION 
Rarely does one move a cemetery. In fact, such sacred places rarely get disturbed in 
anyway and developers normally do not build on burial grounds. Typically, white communities 
do not have to fight to protect their ancestors’ final resting place. Sadly, this courtesy does not 
extend to America’s marginalized communities, including poor whites. In America’s early 
municipalities, potter’s fields were mass burial grounds for white residents who could not afford 
a coffin, plot, or marker. In Philadelphia, multiple potter’s fields were converted into public 
parks. The bodies remain undisturbed in a green space.  




In the case of communities of color in America, even the dead are segregated and given 
different treatment by the living. Pop culture references to the potential supernatural dangers of 
building on top of Native American burial grounds are abundant because the tendency to 
disrespect these spaces is rooted in real practices by settlers. So prevalent has this disregard for 
buried indigenous people been that the U.S. government enacted “federal and state laws [to] 
protect human remains and mortuary features. The best-known federal example is the Native 
American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) of 1990, which protects Native 
American remains” (Rainville, 2009, p. 200). Despite these legislative protections, a 
contemporary example of Native American burial ground disturbance appears in the fight 
between indigenous Americans and multinational corporations seeking to build an oil pipeline 
extending from the northernmost states to the Gulf Coast region. The Dakota Access Pipeline 
(DAPL) is controversial for several environmental reasons, but also for its disturbance of sacred 
burial grounds on its proposed pathway. The 2016 protests led by the Standing Rock Sioux in 
North Dakota have brought attention to this issue (Stand with Standing Rock, 2018), revealing a 
longstanding history of disruptive practices that have been harmful to the bodies of Native 
Americans, living and dead.  
This disregard for sacred spaces extends to African burial grounds in the United States as 
well. In 1991, “a 6.6-acre colonial-era graveyard containing the graves of 20,000 Africans [was] 
discovered in New York City” (Rainville, 2009, p. 196) during the construction of a “34-story 
federal office tower” (National Park Service, 2018). It has now become a historical and 
archaeological site protected by the National Park Service and serves as a reminder that slavery 
did exist in the northern colonies for a time. Though this site has become popular for tourists and 




academics, one does not have to look far to find news articles, even today, describing a Black 
community’s fight to protect their cemetery from encroaching developers.   
During the rapid development of Hilton Head, disturbance of cemeteries was hotly 
contested between the Black islanders and the white developers and newcomers: “African 
Americans found themselves shut away from family cemeteries when the ‘plantations’ 
developed around these sites, and they resented paying the fee to visit their ancestors, who, after 
all, had been there first” (Shannon & Taylor, 2003, p. 188). One such developer, Charles Fraser, 
“refuted the charges that he and others were building on burial grounds or restricting access to 
them (Shannon & Taylor, 2003). In other cases, developers have argued that the sometimes run-
down or cluttered graves in Black communities indicate an abandonment by descendants or a 
lack of care.  
Groups have formed with the sole purpose of protecting African burial sites. An example 
of such an organization is The Gullah Society, so named because of its Gullah founder, Ade 
Ofunniyin, but also because Gullah/Geechee cemeteries have often been targeted for removal. In 
the antebellum era, there were no formal cemeteries for dead slaves. Their remains are often 
discovered by accident during archaeological excavation or construction, “since enslaved people 
were usually buried in unmarked graves” (Rainville, 2009, p. 196). Particularly in the case of 
construction, the fact that “these sites are often absent from United States Geodetic Survey 
(USGS) maps and property deeds … makes protection difficult, if not impossible,” sometimes 
causing a battle for the protection of these sacred sites (Rainville, 2009, p. 196). 
  For those burial grounds that are not hidden, it is common, especially in Gullah/Geechee 
cemeteries, to see graves covered in items that may appear to be garbage. In a study of a Black 
American cemetery in Maryland, researchers noted:  




African-American expressions of form, use, and practice, which are marked by 
improvisational applications of design that often appear chaotic, constitute a 
cultural overlay in Mount Auburn Cemetery and contribute to the sustainability 
and preservation of this unique environment. (Jones, 2011, p. 226) 
 
In older Black cemeteries, symbolic items and mementos often cover the graves:  
Cultural features such as the planting of yucca and saw palmetto plants and the 
placing of shells and glassware on graves, as well as the inclusion of personal 
items belonging to the deceased … indicate that cultural influences were just 
as significant in the determination of the cemetery landscape, as was the ability 
to afford to venerate loved ones. (Brooks, 2011, pp. 180–181) 
Other items have included shells, ceramic containers, and broken pieces of glass or ceramics 
(Brooks, 2011). Studies in cemeteries around the South, including one done by archaeologists in 
Georgetown, SC, have brought to light the numerous connections that these items have to ancient 
West African burial practices and New World practices created by enslaved people (Brooks, 
2011). The cemeteries may also be overgrown, which is not always an indicator that no one cares 
about the graves, but instead a reflection of the preference for a natural, unmanicured 
appearance. This is contrary to the widely accepted “park-like setting of traditional European 
style cemeteries” (Brooks, 2011, p. 180).  
 The treatment of cemeteries is also related to status and power within a community, 
which often reflect socioeconomic conditions of the buried: “Memorials to white lives are left in 
trust, padded with private and public wealth; collective memorials to black lives fall into the red 
financially and slip from view” (Wessler, 2015, p. 21). The appearance of Black cemeteries and 
the low visitor traffic can sometimes be attributed to the population’s mass exodus during the 
Great Migration: “As black Southerners fled the threat of racial violence in the early 1900s, 
grave sites were left with no one to care for them” (Wessler, 2015, p. 25).  
The conditions of Black cemeteries, regardless of the reason, leave them particularly 
vulnerable in a shifting place. In Charleston, there are now structures that sit above former burial 




grounds of the enslaved people that helped to build the city. Ade described a popular area in 
downtown Charleston during our conversation: 
This structure across the street is built on ... African graves and the community 
that used to surround this place, these houses that remain, they're now owned by 
people who gentrified the community, and in their minds, this is “their” 
community. Not a community that they inherited or took. (Interview #004) 
 
In many African cultural contexts, an ancestor’s resting place binds descendants to that place. It 
is such beliefs that curated the “Flying Africans” folktales (Gates & Tatar, 2017). In the earliest 
days of enslavement, some Africans, including those living on the Sea Islands, believed that they 
could use magic to sprout wings and return to the lands of their ancestors. These stories also 
suggest flying is synonymous with death, in order to return to their homeland in the afterlife. 
Within this framework, the disturbance of these sacred spaces is a violation, ignoring the 
humanity of both the living and the dead connected to the cemetery.  
 The relationship between the dead and their descendants is so intimate that, to some, even 
the caretaking of a cemetery by those outside of the community feels like a violation. Mary 
described her feelings after seeing a cemetery at her church being cleaned by “outsiders”:  
These white people talkin’ about they’re cleaning up the church yards of Black 
churches, that we just left them there unkept. And they’re moving tombstones and 
moving barriers. And I said: “Who gave them permission to go into our 
graveyard, unkept or not, and start moving things around?” Moving tombstones. 
And, I know when my grandfather was alive—and now the young people won’t 
do it—but when my grandfather was alive, there were people assigned to the 
church who did caregiving … If they don't know whose graveyard it is, what’re 
they doing in there? The first thing they should do is find out who it belongs to 
and get permission. (Interview #009) 
 
The pain and discomfort of witnessing strangers perform caretaking duties in a community 
cemetery is, of course, increased exponentially when it comes to desecration or removal. 
Attitudes by developers have often proved unsympathetic when a burial ground is perceived as a 
barrier to their next project. This lack of sensitivity and protection of Black cemeteries 




contributes to the erasure of a community from a place. To move a gravesite or build on top of it 
destroys the physical and spatial tie that binds a person to ancestral land, in turn damaging their 
sense of belonging.  
 In the Western context, memorialization of those who have passed is highly valued, 
especially with regard to important people and events. Plaques, statues and other physical 
structures mark an important figure, event or place. Those in power often dictate how these 
physical remembrances look and who gets remembered. In curating collective memory in the 
United States, white Americans have benefited the most in terms of positive representation, and 
really any representation at all. From statues of Christopher Columbus to statues of J. Marion 
Sims,4 white men are celebrated for innovation, courage and progress even though their success 
may have caused trauma in a marginalized community.  
In the South, memorialization has honored prominent figures in the Confederacy and 
white supremacists in other time periods. Across Richmond, VA, “tall, lavish Confederate 
monuments and well-kept Confederate cemeteries” and “the above-ground landscape” depict “a 
noble history that generally elides the degradation and cruelties of slavery—parts of the Old 
South that today are literally buried beneath nondescript infrastructure” (Hong, 2017, p.90). 
There were efforts on the part of Black Charlestonians as early as the Reconstruction era to begin 
weaving their identity within the fabric of the city’s history and culture, but they were largely 
unsuccessful:  
White control of the city’s public memory proved tenacious in the postbellum 
period. African American efforts failed to permanently alter either that control or 
public memory, and their last concerted attempt to do so in 1902 marked the 
beginning of a long silence that was rarely broken until Henry Darby spoke out in 
the 1990s. In part, black efforts to control the commemorative landscape 
                                                 
4 Sims was a 19th-century doctor widely credited with establishing modern gynecology. His revelations came 
through inhumane practices, most notably through conducting experiments on enslaved African women without 
their consent and without anesthesia or pain relief of any kind. 




diminished because of the ascendancy of legalized segregation. Equally, if not 
more important, however, was the way elite white Charlestonians began to pursue 
their own memory work in the early decades of the twentieth century. As they 
became increasingly invested in both historical preservation and tourism, local 
whites recast the repositories of historical memory by turning to the vernacular 
cityscape rather than symbolic statuary and public space. This change made it 
more difficult for blacks to write their history, as well as any recognition of 
slavery, into the public landscape. (Robert & Kytle, 2012, pp. 671–672)  
 
That control has created a one-sided, heroic narrative of the Confederacy that represents a 
deceptive “Southern pride” and rebellion for state’s rights. There is a complicated dance done by 
white Charlestonians, and Southerners in general, who want to honor their history without 
acknowledging slavery. The history is incomplete, however, when it involves ignoring the 
significant role enslaved Africans played in building the region, as well as the humiliation 
endured by the Confederacy when they lost the fight for slavery.  
 The representation of Confederate leaders and other racist figures has not gone 
unchallenged over time. Recently, these challenges have been amplified by rising white 
nationalist extremism. Guerilla tactics have been used by activists to bring these issues to the 
fore and force the conversation to reach resolution. In the aftermath of the mass shooting by a 
white supremacist at Emmanuel AME Zion Church in Charleston, a Black woman named Bree 
Newsome climbed the flagpole in front of the South Carolina Capitol building in 2015 and 
removed the Confederate flag (Newsome, 2017). This action compelled then-Governor Nikki 
Haley to sign a bill banning the flag’s display in front of government buildings all over the state 
(Chappell, 2015). The bill was then authorized by the state congress. 
  In Durham, NC, protests surrounding the statue of the Confederate leader Robert E. Lee 
in 2017 culminated in its being pulled down with a rope by protestors. Several protestors were 
arrested, including most notably a teenager named Takiya Thompson, who was attending the 
historically Black North Carolina Central University (Katz, 2017). Despite these arrests, this 




action was celebrated by activists and sympathizers all over the country. Further “down the 
river” in New Orleans, LA, Mayor Mitch Landrieu approved the removal of four Confederate 
statues in 2017 (Mele, 2017). So controversial was this action among those for and against 
Confederate monuments, that the statues were removed at night under the supervision of masked 
police officers (Mele, 2017). In Memphis, TN, later in the year, the city council had two 
Confederate monuments removed including a statue of Nathan Bedford Forrest, who also 
founded the Ku Klux Klan (Connolly & Wang, 2017). 
 Throughout the nation, many argue that these symbols are harmless markers of Southern 
history that present an accurate and inclusive narrative. President Donald J. Trump condemned 
the removal of these statues, arguing that such changes signal the “country being ripped apart” 
(Zorthian, 2017) while also wondering where the removal of these monuments would end. After 
all, many of America’s “heroes” are not untouched by the uglier components of the nation’s 
history. Despite these arguments, the removal of these monuments recognizes the discomfort that 
these monuments cause to many Americans. But why dismantle painful symbols of our past 
under cover of the night? Why are these communities not discussing the impact of these 
symbols? To heal the trauma, we must find ways to engage and embrace the discomfort of our 
nation’s history. Now is an opportune moment to acknowledge and educate the public about 
alternative histories of buildings, memorials, neighborhoods and cities. Such dialogue might 
create the space for healing.  
The fact that, in some cases, painful symbols of our past were removed at night speaks to 
deeper issues. There are those who are fully aware of the terrible weight of slavery and the 
Confederacy, yet they remain proud of that history and the “heroes” who defended those 
institutions. There is evidence to suggest that it is more likely that many Americans have no idea 




about the unrelenting cruelty of slavery and how its impact still echoes in our society. This is 
supported by such reports as Teaching Hard History: American Slavery, recently released by the 
Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC). The report spotlights the critical lack of education 
surrounding slavery in U.S. schools.   
It is a predictable and disheartening cycle: students who did not learn about slavery grow 
up to be teachers who are not prepared to teach such a complex subject. In turn, students 
continue failing to grasp the gravity of enslavement and its legacy. This is a systemic issue and a 
testament to America’s longstanding avoidance of accountability. It needs to be addressed by 
professionals in all sectors in ways that make sense. Urban planning professionals and academics 
can develop curricula that account for historical trauma and encourage students to conceptualize 
solutions. We can provide much-needed context to state and local level conversations about 
community development. We can also create and advocate for healing spaces, which is an idea I 










CHAPTER 5: HEALING SPACES REQUIRE ACKNOWLEDGING THE PAIN  
 
The previous two chapters have focused on harmful practices and spaces as a product of 
racial hierarchy in the American context; this chapter is dedicated to healing spaces that 
encourage mental wellness. Such healing spaces are created by remembering, not forgetting, the 
harmful practices and spaces. Commonly understood healing spaces include memorials, 
museums, and churches. Temporary healing spaces, such as days of celebration and 
remembrance through storytelling, are also embraced.  
One finds healing spaces, and well-being more generally, throughout cities, but these 
spaces tend to cater to populations with abundant resources: 
Material elements of therapeutic landscapes and landscapes of risk are unevenly 
distributed in space and they vary over time, so that they contribute to inequalities 
and trends in mental health and wellbeing. This means that a discussion of these 
landscapes has significance for social policies concerned with environmental 
justice and health inequality for different social groups. (Curtis, 2010, p. 37) 
 
Spaces associated with promoting well-being—parks, libraries and community centers, for 
example—are abundant in wealthier, often predominantly white, neighborhoods:  
Quality of life and livability are not value-neutral concepts. As planners and urban 
designers, we render and enact particular visions of the good life that are often 
coded in racial and class terms—sipping a craft cocktail at a sidewalk cafe versus 
brown bagging a forty on the corner. (Koh, 2017) 
 
Given the extensive trauma in the Black American population, why do we see a lack of funding 
for culturally appropriate healing spaces in their neighborhoods? Well-intentioned but misguided 
professionals try to “fix” Black Americans, but these efforts are rooted in a very Western, 
assimilationist foundation, which many Black Americans view with mistrust and discomfort. 
This chapter explores healing spaces that incorporate and value the voices of Black people; it 
also discusses the conflicts within these spaces. 




Over the time that there has been an African presence in the Western Hemisphere, there 
has been a melding of diverse cultural elements that have both preserved the Old World practices 
of their ancestors and created New World hybrids that cannot be found anywhere else. Language, 
food, music, dance, clothing and religion throughout the Americas overtly showcase elements of 
African cultures. While the strongest U.S. exhibitor of these elements is among the 
Gullah/Geechee, the Caribbean and Latin America are also rife with examples.  
Curiosity and appreciation of “Africanisms” are often merged with exoticism and fear. 
As academia continues to slowly diversify, there is a growing understanding of how valuable 
retention of African culture is. Most studies of Africanisms have focused on more expressive or 
performative types of culture, but some studies have focused on how family dynamics, 
community relationships and sacred rituals varied greatly between the Africans and Europeans. 
When examining these differences, one is reminded of the ways that European and Christian 
approaches to daily life have been set forth as “correct” above all other communal practices. Not 
only do such approaches feel forced by those outside of that cultural context, but some of them 
are truly harmful. Leaders have also protected the feelings of European descendants by 
celebrating their heroes and hiding the heroes of other racial and ethnic groups.  
PRESERVING BLACK HISTORY IN CHARLESTON 
Historic preservation is a delicate topic in Charleston. The city prioritized historic 
preservation in the early 20th century. Federal funds helped to drive this process (Tyler, Ligibel, 
& Tyler, 2009), and this movement was led by white Charlestonians. Any efforts to honor the 
enslaved in Charleston have been met with vehement resistance.  
Historically Black spaces, especially those considered abandoned, are often destroyed to 
make space for something new with little consideration for how harmful the destruction is to the 




community. Because of the frequency of this occurrence, organizations such as the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation have started campaigns to mitigate the destruction. 
 In 2017, the African American Cultural Heritage Action Fund launched a partnership 
between the National Trust for Historic Preservation and the Ford, the JPB, and the Open Society 
Foundations to direct resources toward protecting and sharing Black history. The website 
describes the Fund’s mission as such: “to draw attention to the remarkable stories that evoke 
centuries of African American activism and achievement, and to tell our nation’s full history” 
(National Trust for Historic Preservation, 2018). The webpage showcases already-protected 
Black historical sites with a promise to protect others as more funds are raised. Also obvious on 
the webpage is the spotlighting of Black professionals involved in this work and a desire to see 
more Blacks involved in preservation efforts.  
 Historic preservationists are overwhelmingly white. There are white preservationists who 
understand the need for a Black perspective, but for the most part, there has been little value 
placed on preserving Black spaces. The Fund is also trying to bring young people of color into 
the labor side of preservation by encouraging them to join the Trust’s Hands-On Preservation 
Experience (HOPE Crew). HOPE is working to remedy the invisibility of Black history within 
the preservation world, but it is a relatively new initiative, highlighting the need for more such 
efforts to undo the erasure of Black history in the United States. 
 In the 1920s, a white woman from the Midwest named Miriam Wilson moved to 
Charleston and bucked the tradition of devaluing Black history, making it her mission to 
transform the Old Slave Market into a museum (Yuhl, 2013). At the time, the Old Slave Market 
was an abandoned building, according to the “self-willed historical amnesia” of white 
Charlestonians, whose view expunged its real purpose as a place “where enslaved human beings 




were regularly sold in the years leading up to the Civil War” (Yuhl, 2013, p. 595). Wilson’s 
campaign was an uphill battle not only because of those who wanted to erase the city’s 
slaveholding history, but also because many had no idea that the building had once been a place 
where slaves were sold.  
The process of turning the Old Slave Market into a museum was difficult, but successful. 
Today’s visitors to Charleston’s Historic District find a street paved with the ballast stones that 
once lined the bottoms of the slave ships that docked at the city’s port. On that street is the Old 
Slave Market Museum (OSMM), considered a victory by those who value its true story. Like any 
memorial to tragedy, the OSMM serves both as a site of remembrance and as a warning; it can 
be a place of healing and harm.  
The preservation of the OSMM and similar historic sites serves as tool to educate Black 
Charlestonians and other Black Americans about their own history, and to assure them of the 
value of their history within the American context. At the same time, not all people whose 
ancestors survived slavery are eager to immerse themselves in this history. Mary described her 
own apprehension about the museum and similar spaces this way:  
I think I'm an educated person ... but I have no desire to go to a plantation, where 
my ancestors, my family, my blood drenched the soil. And were in slave quarters. 
When I went once to the slave marketplace, and I went inside, it seemed like I was 
walking inside a tunnel, and I could hear the cries of the dead slaves. So I’ve never 
been back to what they call “the marketplace,” where they ... sell things downtown 
to the tourists. It is too painful. (Interview #009). 
 
While the preservation of Black American historical sites is often, though not always, lauded by 
Black Americans, visiting such places can be painful, especially when the trauma of the 
experience has been passed down through generations without resolution. In some cases, the 
public nature of these sites can exacerbate the pain. Such a space is healing, however, because it 
acknowledges events that have been diminished in mainstream history books. Discussions of the 




domestic slave trade can be very troubling, and yet it is because such events are not discussed 
that healing for Black Americans is not more of a priority. Museums such as the OSMM provide 
opportunities for these discussions to take place. 
 Another preservation story specific to the Gullah/Geechee community is on St. Helena 
Island in the jurisdiction of Beaufort, SC. The island is considered a safeguard of the culture, and 
the Penn Center has garnered worldwide recognition in activist circles because of its role. The 
Penn Center serves as the background of a photograph of Martin Luther King, Jr., who once 
attended a training session there on nonviolent action and to build morale among his colleagues 
in the movement (Lauderdale, 2017). While the Penn Center is a celebrated landmark, its origins 
are also cause for some discomfort among those familiar with its history. 
 Queen Quet provided another side of its complicated history: though the Penn Center is 
beloved by community members, it was a “missionary school” called the Penn School, as was 
Dorchester Academy in nearby Savannah, GA (Interview #012). These schools were both started 
by white teachers from the North who felt compelled to help the ignorant and suffering Black 
communities of the Sea Island region (Burton & Cross, 2014). Similar to the residential schools 
for Native Americans, instructors at these schools shamed students for speaking Gullah/Geechee, 
pushing them to speak as “properly” as possible in order to quell any doubts about intelligence or 
worth. What differed between these schools and the residential schools of the time was that these 
Sea Island schools were in the communities they served, allowing for students to remain 
connected to their family and friends despite encouragement to assimilate.  
 The Penn School was not intended to preserve the Gullah/Geechee ways of life, but today 
the Penn Center holds the largest archive of historical documents and literature about the 
Gullah/Geechee community. Visitors to the Penn Center can visit the museum, go to events, 




speak with staff, and access the archive for research. The shift, which took place in the mid-20th 
century, was led by the Center’s first Black Executive Director, John Gadson, in 1967 (Burton & 
Cross, 2014). Though the legacy of discrimination against the Gullah language is still evident, 
the Penn Center keeps the Gullah/Geechee history and language alive.  
SPACES FOR RECONCILIATION 
 
Though it may seem less extreme in its approach, the fight to preserve historic spaces is a 
form of activism. Municipal leaders can easily dismiss the value of a place and authorize its 
demolition if it stands in the way of “progress.” The less economic and political influence a 
community has, the more likely their stories are to be erased. Because of this reality, it is a 
significant feat of activism when a Black community can garner the resources needed to build a 
new facility to house and share their stories.  
Such spaces are also controversial, as those outside and within the historically 
traumatized community feel uncomfortable about the prospect of showcasing painful narratives. 
Of course, one side is fearful of being held accountable while the other is loath to relive such 
memories. Still, the announcement of a museum, cultural center, or memorial honoring an 
underrepresented community in the United States is cause for celebration.  
Take, for example, the recent opening of the long-anticipated National Museum of 
African American History and Culture in Washington, DC. This is the newest iteration of the 
celebrated Smithsonian Institution. The Smithsonian Institute is world-renowned as “the world’s 
largest museum, education, and research complex” (Smithsonian, 2018). Most of its many 
attractions are centered in Washington, DC; they line the long park area of the city known as the 
National Mall. Though the National Museum of African American History and Culture opened 




in September 2016, the free museum still attracts heavy crowds daily and usually requires 
advance ticket reservations.  
The structure itself has been admired for its unique architecture. When the museum 
opened, there was a star-studded festival to celebrate it. During the conceptualization process, 
many applauded the use of Black architects and their design approach. The museum’s shape is 
meant to look like a headdress common among spiritual leaders in Senegal. At the same time, the 
stacked structure encloses three levels meant to provide room for three significant eras of African 
American history: (1) The Transatlantic Slave Trade and Enslavement in America, (2) The Jim 
Crow Era through the Civil Rights Era, and (3) The Civil Rights Era to the Present. The exhibits 
on the third and final level are meant to change frequently, reminding visitors that the story of 
Black people in America is not over and will not end anytime soon.  
The continued popularity of this newest Smithsonian museum suggests a hunger for these 
stories to be told. When the museum opened, there was a star-studded festival to mark the 
occasion. The festival included performances from the McIntosh County Shouters, a Gullah 
singing group from Georgia famous for carrying on the spiritual tradition of “ring shouts.” 
Heather Hodges attended the opening and described it to me this way: 
There is a lot of Gullah culture on exhibit there, even if it’s not necessarily identified 
as such …When I finally got into the museum, I could see the Gullah culture there. 
They had one of the slave cabins there, completely reconstructed, and all through 
the exhibition there were references to Gullah people. Sometimes by name, 
sometimes you just figured it out by where they lived. (Interview #008) 
 
Though the Gullah/Geechee presence is subtle, the fact that it is included in the museum is not 
accidental. Queen Quet was involved as a consultant during the development of the museum’s 
exhibits. Such input is valuable as an affirmation of the Gullah/Geechee people’s many 
contributions to Black American and American history in general. Queen Quet discussed 




museum visitors reaching out to her enthusiastically after seeing Gullah/Geechee items in the 
museum. She insists that people who want to express pride in the Gullah/Geechee identity have 
“some responsibility … as a Gullah/Geechee” to be involved in the activism of the community, 
and she is happy that the museum has sparked interest among a wider crowd of people, both 
Gullah/Geechee and otherwise.  
 Further south, in Birmingham, AL, The National Museum for Justice and Peace opened 
in April 2018. This first large-scale memorial for victims of lynching was created under the 
careful guidance of the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) after releasing a report about the painful acts 
of violence that terrorized Black communities throughout the South during the Jim Crow era. 
The report defines lynching as “violent and public acts of torture that traumatized black people 
throughout the country and were largely tolerated by state and federal officials. These lynchings 
were terrorism” (Equal Justice Initiative, 2015, p. 3).  
 The EJI gave a count of 4,000 documented lynchings in its report (2015). This number is 
startling enough but is likely too low, as not all lynchings were reported. Causes of lynchings 
included the possibility of interracial sex between white women and Black men; casual social 
transgressions by Blacks (including raising one’s voice or walking on the “wrong side” of the 
street); accusations of serious violent crime against a Black person; a desire by some whites to 
create public entertainment; broader violence against an entire African American community, 
often sparked by another lynching; and “targeting … sharecroppers, ministers, and community 
leaders who resisted mistreatment, which were most common between 1915 and 1940” (Equal 
Justice Initiative, 2015, p. 10). Though contemporary studies have examined the ways that 
racism can cause psychological harm to Black people, modern-day racism builds on a legacy of 
trauma that has gone unacknowledged by the general American public. The National Museum of 




Justice and Peace is an innovative, yet overdue, attempt to provide a healing space for the 
descendants of victims, the descendants of the population most impacted by these acts of 
violence, and others outside the population, including those who may be the descendants of 
perpetrators.  
 The name of the museum itself indicates that it is not trying to condemn or punish anyone 
for crimes of the past. Nor does the museum offer grotesque images to disturb visitors or force 
feelings of guilt. Instead, uniform, rectangular sculptures hang from the ceiling to showcase the 
scale of lynching while keeping the faces of victims anonymous. Names or the term “Unknown” 
are engraved on stones according to the geographic location of victims. Shelves are lined with 
jars of soil that were taken from the grounds where a lynching took place. They are labeled with 
the place and the date of the lynching. To design the museum, leaders of the EJI worked with the 
Mass Design Group. In 2016, the co-founder and CEO of the firm, Michael Murphy, gave a TED 
talk called “Architecture That’s Built to Heal,” wrapping up the presentation by talking about his 
plans for the museum (Murphy, 2016). 
Though the memorial seeks to provide space for healing, many may feel conflicting 
emotions about the existence of such a place. The narrative of lynching was often spoken of in 
whispers among Black families, and in many cases remains a secret. The horrific act of lynching 
has become almost mythological in the American lexicon because it is rarely examined in 
classrooms or visited in public dialogue. When speaking about the memorial with my own father, 
I listened to his concerns about the museum: What is the point of such a place? How can it heal 
the past? For someone who wants to move forward without looking back, I can see how the 
museum can be perceived as locking Black Americans into a lingering state of victimhood. 




 Though I am unaware of any narratives of lynching by racist vigilantes in my own 
family, an ancestor of mine was one of the last people in the United States to be executed by 
hanging in 1930. This paternal ancestor lived in Delaware, a state that many forget was situated 
below the Mason-Dixon line separating slaveholding states and free states prior to the Civil War. 
It was the northernmost slaveholding state and the only slaveholding state to side with President 
Abraham Lincoln and the Union. After facing an all-white and male jury in court, my ancestor 
was convicted of sexually assaulting a white woman. Though such a crime, if committed by this 
man, is deserving of punishment, justice for women was virtually nonexistent when a white man 
was the accused perpetrator, especially if the victim was a Black woman. In the very rare cases 
of a white man being convicted, execution, sanctioned or otherwise, was not typically handed 
down as the verdict for any crime other than murdering another white individual. Despite my 
tendency to believe the victims of sexual assault, I hesitate to condemn Black men like this 
ancestor. Many were falsely accused of rape by white women, with whom they may even have 
been in illegal, but nonetheless romantic and consensual relationships, leading to incarceration or 
death (Equal Justice Initiative, 2015). 
One of the most famous cases is that of 14-year-old Chicagoan Emmett Till, who was 
lynched while visiting family in Mississippi. The white woman who accused him of whistling at 
her, Carolyn Donham, is still alive and recanted her testimony during an interview in 2008 
(Tribune News Services, 2017). My ancestor was also young, with sources indicating he was 28 
or younger, and his story is clouded in mystery. I found out he existed only after seeing the word 
“Hanged” next to his name listed in a family Bible. 
In my opinion, places like the National Museum of Justice and Peace are healing because 
they help me reach closure. The bodies of many lynching victims remain unidentified or did not 




receive a proper burial. It is also relevant because of disproportionate violence against Black 
Americans that continues today. It is common in the media for writers to draw parallels between 
lynching and contemporary violence. The lingering pain of these events points to the need for 
spaces that can help people cope with an unsettling history. Acknowledging the violence 
inflicted upon Black Americans is part of the healing process.  
Returning to Charleston, it seems that longstanding attempts to mute Black narratives in 
the city are encountering some resistance. The city is in the process of welcoming the 
International African American Museum (IAAM) in the historic district. More importantly, the 
IAAM will be built at Gadsden’s Wharf, an infamous location in the Transatlantic Slave Trade. 
Walter Hood, a Black American Professor of Landscape Architecture & Environmental Planning 
and Urban Design at UC Berkeley, was tapped to design the structure, which is to open in 2020. 
Creating spaces for healing is not new to Dr. Hood. His students planted trees in Oakland 
neighborhoods to serve as memorials to racism and to create more green spaces in impoverished 
communities (Richards, 2017). 
Hood’s design pulls from the region where the museum will sit. Aware of the vulnerable 
landscape, the structure sits on stilts to protect it during inevitable floods. The outdoor layout is 
meant “to trigger memories, both warm and unpleasant, and for communicating certain values 
and culture to the observer” (Mock, 2017). In an interview, Hood recounts being inspired by an 
image of the Brooks Map, “the document that shows how enslaved Africans were packed into 
the bottom of slave ships,” while he was visiting a small museum on Sullivan Island off the coast 
of Charleston (Mock, 2017). The stark imagery of the Brooks Map is incorporated subtly in the 
outdoor layout of the IAAM, no doubt a painful trigger. At the same time, he includes water 




features and gardens. In fact, the memorial garden that is planned for the museum is inspired by 
regional Gullah gardens that Hood visited while conceptualizing the design.  
The museum will include exhibits about African American history and culture, centered 
primarily on the Transatlantic Slave Trade. There will be some focus specifically on South 
Carolina and its role in American slavery. The museum will house a Center for Family History to 
support Black Americans doing genealogical research, as well as a research center for social 
justice action to combat the impact of racism that remains in the Black community. The museum 
plans to develop educational initiatives such as the Social Justice Action Lab through 
collaboration “with local, national and international partners” (International African American 
Museum, 2018, p. 7). One cannot look at this history without feeling uncomfortable. But leaving 
the subject unacknowledged, especially in a city with such a significant role in African 
enslavement, also leaves a noticeable void. The hope is that the museum provides space for 
much-needed resolution. 
“SLAVES BUILT THEIR OWN CHURCHES UNDER A PALM TREE”5 
Throughout the interview process during my trip, the research participants brought up 
their faith with ease and pride. Religion is at the center of many people’s lives in the 
Gullah/Geechee community. This is unsurprising considering that the moniker “Bible Belt” is 
still firmly affixed to the Deep South region. Black Americans are known for being devout 
Christians, representing a wide range of denominations. Christianity remains central to many 
Black communities, especially in the South:  
The strong sense of community was emphasized in the group with numerous 
examples of the power of the African American family, their churches, schools, 
leadership, and the interconnectedness of friends and family as a whole. (Joiner, 
2014, p. 47) 
 
                                                 
5 Interview #006. 




The church is part of a small circle of spaces that bind people to a place, and it is important in the 
Black community because it is one of the few spaces that they have had the freedom to build 
wherever they settle in the United States. 
Not everyone finds solace in Western religions. For example, Ade is an ordained Yoruba 
priest, having been initiated after connecting with the ancient religion of the Yoruba ethnic group 
in Nigeria and having changed his name to reflect that. As a member of the Gullah/Geechee 
community, he still visits churches and is even asked to perform some rituals, such as pouring 
libations, which honors and invokes the ancestors. I am not attached to any religious beliefs, 
though it is strongly present within my own family. I find myself unable to reconcile the use of 
religion as justification for colonization, enslavement and extremism. However, there are 
elements of the church that provide healing for a wounded populace that I do enjoy and do 
consider crucial for Black Americans.  
When speaking about where they feel most supported in their community, interviewee 
Pat Jones said the following:  
Churches is still our haven. Churches is where we get all our news, churches is 
where we get all our guidance. They’ve been trying to get their hands on some of 
the Black churches, trying to dictate, tells us what to do, you know: “Don’t talk 
politics in church because you're not supposed to mix politics and … whatever. And 
Black churches is the only way we can still go and meet in large groups and still 
talk among ourselves and be ourselves. (Interview #006) 
 
Though “freedom” may not be the first term to come to mind for some when considering the 
church, the truth is that it has provided space for Black people to express themselves, take on 
leadership roles and organize. I was not able to delve into the ways that those with intersecting 
identities may feel trapped by the constraints of religion (women, LGBTQIA+, etc.).  
It is notable that Black Americans, especially those identifying as Gullah/Geechee, have 
weaved elements of retained West African spirituality into their own Christian rituals. It is not 




always as obvious as including Yoruba practices in a sermon, but the Black Church is its own 
institution, separate from the Puritanical approach that seeded U.S. foundational values: 
In the century that followed Emancipation and its subsequent betrayal by Jim Crow 
segregation, the church was one of the few physical places Blacks could inhabit 
and control. Many churches, especially those created by working-class Blacks, 
preserved the radical solidarity and primal hope that permeated slave religious 
practices and beliefs. In sanctified and holiness churches, congregants made joyful 
noises, uttered ecstatic praise, and moved their bodies freely. (Lipsitz, 2011, p. 240) 
 
Many leaders of Black churches encourage participation of the congregation rather than having 
them sit silently and attentively. During a sermon, a preacher may ask the congregants a question 
and they may respond or affirm what has been said. This mirrors the call-and-response culture 
rooted in West Africa. Spirituals, the official state music of South Carolina, were created while 
enslaved Africans were working in the fields or worshipping in their first churches. Songs that 
originated in the European hymnal tradition are sung with West African rhythms, inflections, 
tones and harmonies in the Black Church (Tippett, 2010). Congregants at Black Churches are 
encouraged to whoop, shout, dance and even run if they feel moved to. Speaking in tongues is 
another phenomenon that, though mentioned in the New Testament, reflects ancient African 
practices of going into a trance and being filled with the spirt of an ancestor. Similarly, catching 
the “holy ghost” is a sort of possession of the body by the holy spirit, which is unique to Black 
Churches and also rooted in West African spiritual behaviors. It is because of these continued 
practices that “since slavery, the church has been a formidable force for the survival of Blacks in 
an America still grappling with the residual effects of white supremacy” (Carten, 2015). 
Conceptually, the church is meant to be a “safe space,” and in many cases it is. Despite 
the tumultuous roots of Christianity among Black Americans, having a place to practice a faith 
that many in the community have eagerly adopted is extremely valuable. But often, the church in 
Black American life is not just a space of worship. Pat, who hails from the Gullah community on 




Edisto Island, SC, said, “Our faith is strong, education is a must, but we were politically strong 
as well.” The only other topics she spoke of with as much weight as faith were education and 
civic engagement. Education encompasses not just formal schooling but building an 
understanding of one’s identity and origins. Civic engagement includes both formal politics and 
activism. These are highly valued among Black Americans because they are forms of power that 
have been withheld from them due to discrimination. Many churches encourage holistic 
involvement in their community, including education and politics. The Black Church has a 
strong legacy of prioritizing both:  
The churches also cultivated covert resistance to racism. During the times and 
inside the places where the repressive forces of white supremacy made direct 
expression of antiracist views impossible, the culture of exile in Black churches 
provided protective cover. (Lipsitz, 2011, p. 242) 
 
Though churches’ provision of this space has been empowering for Black communities, the 
churches themselves have been perceived as threatening to white supremacists, making them 
targets for violence.  
 On Sunday, September 15, 1963, members of the Ku Klux Klan bombed the Sixteenth 
Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, AL. The church served a Black congregation, and the 
bombing resulted in the murder of four little girls. This tragedy was one of many that earned the 
city the nickname “Bombingham,” but it was the attack on innocence that stood out, as well as 
the unfeeling response of local court systems in the trial of the captured terrorists. A little over a 
decade later, on Sunday, June 30, 1974, Alberta Williams King, the mother of Reverend Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated while playing the organ during a service. The attacker 
was not a white supremacist, but rather a Black man who had strong, negative feelings about the 
presence of the church in the Black community (Barnes, 2015). He interrupted the church service 
and shot Dr. King’s mother along with three other church leaders, who also died from their 




injuries. Though the assassination of Alberta Williams King has been overshadowed by the 
assassination of her son six years earlier, the trauma of the experience never left fellow 
congregants or the King family.  
Most recently, on June 17, 2015, a white supremacist walked into the historic Emanuel 
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church in Charleston and was welcomed by congregants 
who were holding a Bible study. He then proceeded to shoot “nine African American 
worshippers in a massacre” (Griner, 2015), leaving the world in complete shock. The church has 
a storied history and is said to have been founded between 1815 and 1818. Denmark Vesey was 
one of the church founders and was said to have held meetings at the church in preparation for 
his famous slave revolt in 1822 (Emanuel AME Church, 2018). The church is situated within the 
Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor, and as such receives the protections that other 
recognized sites do (Griner, 2015). The senior pastor, Clementa C. Pinckney, was one of the 
victims on June 17. He was a South Carolina state senator as well, and as an advocate for the 
Gullah/Geechee community, his death was a significant loss. Many believe this church was 
targeted in an attack because of its history and the work that it does to empower Black 
Charlestonians.  
 Despite these examples of violence against the Black Church, it remains a steadfast 
presence in the Black communities. Of course, the impact that these institutions have is not as 
strong as it was decades ago. But the trend of church congregations dwindling is a national one, 
and not attached to the Black churches alone. Ade described the phenomenon as one of many 
changes in the city during our conversation:  
When I go to churches and I see these fabulous edifices that our ancestors, some of 
them, built and some of them inherited, you know from white congregations that 
relocated ... And they’re empty. Because the old people have died off and the young 
people ain't going. So they’re empty. Except for the few and their grandchildren, 




because the grandparents still want their grandchildren to have the benefit of Bible 
Study. But there’s no community in the church. And here lately in Charleston, the 
Black congregations have been selling off their churches to developers. The 
building next door used to be a church, the building on the left of us used to be a 
church, the building on the right of us is a church that they just sold, and I guess 
sooner or later they'll be moving out. Because this is no longer a community. 
(Interview #003) 
 
Ade is clearly frustrated by the changes that vary greatly from his experiences growing up. He 
also brings up an interesting point, about the very architecture of the city. Charleston’s 18th- and 
19th-century structures are greatly admired, yet the slave labor used to create them is 
unrecognized. This includes many local churches, which, as he stated, may once have served 
white Charlestonians before being transferred to Black Charlestonians.  
 While buildings and the activities inside them provide spaces for healing from trauma in 
the Black community, it is important to recognize the value of nature in Gullah/Geechee culture. 
Connecting to nature, and attaching spiritual significance to the natural world, particularly water, 
is rooted in West African practices. Recall that in some Gullah/Geechee and Southern Black 
cemeteries, “whole bleached conch and whelk shells, porcelain and fin containers, and glassware 
were all identified on many of the graves” and relates to the importance of water as a possible 
“intermediary between the living and the dead” (Brooks, 2011, p. 181). Also, the blocking of the 
waterways has served as a source of tension between Gullah/Geechee communities and 
developers, as local rivers, streams and creeks have served as places for baptisms and other 
important spiritual ceremonies. Festivals and celebrations as well as informal gatherings are also 
held beside waterways, allowing people to connect with one another in the serenity of the 
environment.  
 Water is a proven element of landscape that can provide peace for those around it: 
“Water is an essential element for life, and has mythical and religious significance as medium of 




purity and cleanliness in a moral, as well as a physical sense. For many places with a reputation 
for healing, water is a crucial element of the landscape” (Curtis, 2010). It is a common feature in 
places designed specifically for healing, such as the forthcoming International African American 
Museum. But when design has not been a factor in the creation of community, people have gone 
to natural water features for healing purposes, and still can. When I asked her about what healing 
looked like, Queen Quet described it this way:  
I feel like the main way that people heal in the Gullah/Geechee Nation has been 
uniting and reuniting with their own people, so that they know that there are people 
who are of like mind, and people who are concerned about the same thing they’re 
concerned about. So that could be just meeting on a creek shore, you don’t have to 
have a building to do that. And so, a lot of the healing happens—and I’ve seen it 
happen—whether it's a small group, like we have our St. Helena Island Community 
Market that's been going on all year, or it happens in big huge groups like when we 
have our international festival and other festivals. And people who are natives come 
home for it—homecomings—and people who are looking to figure out what is 
Gullah/Geechee, and do I have a connection to it? They come, and then they’re able 
to hear from us, they’re able to see the interactions, they’re able to participate in 
direct interactions. I’ve seen people cry, I’ve seen people go into trance, I’ve seen 
people apologize—come up and apologize—for their ignorance of not really 
valuing what they were even gonna come to. (Interview #012) 
 
The experience she describes is both cathartic and organic. 
Providing space for healing is about a freedom of choice for a group of people that has 
had to move so cautiously through American society since the country’s inception. This choice 
can be between preserving and reusing old buildings that still have value, creating new spaces, 
and connecting with nature. It is the freedom of this choice that can provide a shift toward 
greater wellness for the Black community.  
 The complexity of these options is a reminder that there are no perfect solutions. Each 
example has stirred up both positive and negative reactions, but the attempt at acknowledging 
our painful history is a step toward healing past trauma. It is a validation of Black existence and 
the ugliness as well as the beauty of that experience in America. This validation can be expanded 




upon because, in some ways highlighted in this chapter, it has already been done. How much 
more could be done by increasing intentional efforts toward healing? In these greater efforts, 
there would be enough room for both disagreement and compromise. Such a process must begin 
with accountability through the acknowledgment of the many painful experiences endured by 
Black Americans. It then continues with the commitment to provide sustainable pathways to 
healing. Even attempts, if done respectfully and with the full cooperation of those most affected, 


















CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION: TRAUMA-INFORMED PLANNING AS AFFIRMATION 
 Recall that at the outset, I set out to explore the value of identity in the human experience. 
I began by asking how feeling secure in one’s identity serves as a source of strength and healing. 
In seeking to find answers, I engaged with several people and listened to their stories. Within the 
varied individual experiences are threads of shared contexts that highlight the Gullah/Geechee 
identity. These contexts include ties to a geographic location, ties to landownership, a unique 
language and dialect, and spirituality.  
Each of these elements set a foundation for belonging. Within the safety of belonging to a 
group, one can better understand and accept oneself. The wellbeing of an individual is affected 
by the wellbeing of the community they belong to, and vice versa. One way in which the feeling 
of belonging can be fostered is through offering and receiving affirmations. Affirmations can be 
expressed as words of encouragement, but they can also be expressed through actions. 
Regardless of how they are shared, they are meant to provide people with the understanding that 
they are being seen and embraced as they are. Through affirmations, one’s past experiences can 
be validated and their hopes for the future can be encouraged.  
I consider affirmation as a holistic approach to healing that could be effective in 
addressing the traumas identified throughout this document. It is an approach to healing that 
could open the way for more. In the specific case of the Gullah/Geechee, affirming the 
community for its major contributions to American culture and the way it has been harmed by 
various entities over time can lead to an understanding of why healing, through preservation for 
example, is needed. 
 
 




HEALING THROUGH BELONGING 
As a Black American with no known Gullah/Geechee heritage, an “outsider” to quote 
Beoku-Betts (1994), I can attest that there certainly are shared experiences that encompass a 
broader Black American identity. There are some cultural overlaps with the Gullah/Geechee 
community, which is a “sub-minority of the Black minority” (Interview #012). Although one 
cannot say that the Black American community is without pride, I have felt a sense of being a 
stranger in a strange land in the United States. I am neither from here, the United States, nor 
from there, West Africa. I connect with other Black Americans through a shared pride in our 
distinctive culture and its many regional manifestations. I also connect with others through the 
feeling of loss that remains many generations after the Transatlantic Slave Trade. This loss is 
more acutely felt due to our inability to truly belong in a country that insists on minimizing our 
presence and history. I also feel the loss acutely because we have often been unwelcome in 
communities all over the country, forcing us to move from place to place. 
Belonging is both a physical and mental experience, essential to the formation of one’s 
identity. It is having somewhere to live comfortably and cultivate healthy families and 
communities. It is also having our narratives incorporated and preserved in public memory and 
held with equal importance to those of white Americans. The preservation of the Gullah/Geechee 
identity is in a pivotal stage because the physical and mental elements of belonging are 
connected to place. The community finds strength and healing through having places to 
commune and connect within a shared history, language and understanding of ancestry.  
This brings me to another question I explored: how important to preserving identity is 
landownership, being rooted in a physical place? In the American context, landownership is the 
most secure way to ensure that one can be rooted to a place. Unfortunately, we see how that 




fundamental right has been withheld or diminished for Black Americans. Even today, economic 
and legal challenges, such as high property taxes, unemployment and the complications of heirs’ 
property contribute to land loss among the Gullah/Geechee landowners. When people move 
away from a place for any number of reasons, they leave a community where they can 
comfortably express their cultural identity and assimilate within the dominant culture of their 
new home. This was the case among Gullah/Geechee migrants to the North, whose noticeable 
dialect could lead to ostracism, even among other Black Americans.  
Consider the phenomenon of code switching, which is a widely studied cultural 
phenomenon. Gia, a community leader, food educator and herbalist from Hilton Head stated:  
All Black people wear that mask constantly. They have to take off that. This is 
where they code switch, they have to go in and do certain things. You know, we 
experience it on all kinds of levels. But I think on a trauma level, a lot of the 
trauma ... yeah … identity does help that, you know, you have a sense of 
awareness … So you're not sitting in the abyss of loss. (Interview #013) 
 
We know that non-Black people will often decide how to treat us as soon as they see us. Code 
switching is a survival tactic, built on the belief that if we speak in a way that white Americans 
feel comfortable with, we can navigate the world with more ease. However, code switching does 
not allow us to express the fullness of our identities and can be emotionally harmful. In the end, 
it can be difficult to preserve identity when you prioritize your survival and the potential for 
socioeconomic progress.  
When reflecting on the question how resilient or fragile this bond between place and 
person is, I recognize that belonging to a place does provide a strong sense of community and 
identity. Although the conversation about the Gullah/Geechee people surrounds the preservation 
of a homeland in the Sea Island region, however, physical place is not the only key factor when it 
comes to identity formation. Migrants from Europe left their homelands and often assimilated 




upon reaching the United States. Still, many can celebrate their individual cultural identities 
among themselves or even in mainstream society.  
Celebrations of such holidays as the Irish St. Patrick’s Day are impossible to disentangle 
from the realities of racism. When various European ethnic groups celebrate their heritage 
through parades or festivals, their celebrations are likely to be viewed as adjacent to whiteness 
overall and are therefore acceptable. In a way, this example proves that place is a source of a 
resilient identity, as such events acknowledge ancestral homelands. Yet these events are proof 
that one’s cultural identity does not need to be attached to its place of origin if it can be 
embraced elsewhere. Celebrations of Black culture in America are often seen as contrary to 
whiteness and therefore viewed as threatening. The resilience of Gullah/Geechee and Black 
American identities thus become dependent on place.  
Anyone seeking to form a strong sense of identity must either own and live in a place 
with which to foster it or be included equally in every facet of society. Research provides 
countless examples of Black Americans attempting to create communities of their own post-
Emancipation, only to see them destroyed through violence, displacement or disinvestment. 
Black history and culture in public memory are limited or relegated to partially false narratives 
that are more palatable to white Americans. The brutality of slavery, the audacity of slave 
revolts, and the pain of Jim Crow are not given the attention they deserve in mainstream 
American culture. Those elements of Black American and Gullah/Geechee culture that are 
perceived as agreeable, such as music or cuisine, are often co-opted by mainstream culture with 
little acknowledgment of their origins. The culture becomes a source of “American pride” or 
“American identity” rather than Black or Gullah/Geechee pride and identity.  
There are those, like Gia, who believe that: 




There’s two things that's happenin’: either we kill the system completely and 
reboot the whole thing, or we separate the system and give Black people an 
opportunity to get theirselves on their feet before they can mingle out in the 
society that’s out to get them. (Interview #013) 
 
To a degree, I agree with this assessment. It is my belief that the bond between place and person 
is resilient when it is a place where one can safely own one’s identity. It is fragile when one’s 
identity is diminished and discouraged. Because of this, the ownership of land and property is 
essential for the successful preservation of Gullah/Geechee identity, and the identity of any 
marginalized group. Otherwise, eliminating discriminatory housing practices, increasing 
economic opportunities and teaching a more inclusive history are some ways that can begin to 
help communities foster and maintain an identity.  
HEALING PLANNING PROCESSES 
Shifting the urban planning paradigm to be a healing practice with the capacity to support 
crucial identity development does not mean that professionals must start from scratch, though 
new ideas are always welcome. The best approach when working with those who have often 
remained voiceless is simply to listen. Do not assume that credentials make you more 
knowledgeable but assume that knowledge comes in many forms and should be valued. The 
employees of the Center for Heirs Property quickly learned that they needed do this to make any 
progress in their work:   
We’d go into the community, and we’d been building trust there for years, ’cause 
let me tell you: the only way that we could help families with their title issues to 
begin with ... was to first overcome the distrust to even speak of it. Because so much 
had been lost since Emancipation, when land was deeded to or was purchased, then 
it was taken back ... And there was tons of what we call “legalized theft.” People 
coming forward with questions about their land, seeking help, whatever, and losing 
it. So every family we worked with had a story about land loss. Many. So the 
distrust and the fear to even speak of it ... was huge. And it still is. You go back to 
a community maybe ... many times ... So we worked through the churches in these 




communities and through those who already had the respect in these communities, 
so that we would not be feared, or at least we’d be listened to. (Interview #007) 
 
This quote paints a picture of a mutuality that exists between formally educated people, like the 
lawyers who work at the Center, and the community members who offer unmatched expertise in 
other areas. This approach is about building on already existing relationships to open 
communications and provide information that is useful to those who need it. It is a slower 
process, but an effective one if the goal is to make a positive change in underserved 
communities.  
 Building the relationships in this way allowed the Center for Heirs Property to start an 
innovative new program to support families and communities who successfully cleared the titles 
to their land and obtained deeds: 
[In] 2013, we got funding to launch a forestry program. And it was called 
“Sustainable Forestry and African American Land Retention Program.” And the 
reason it had that part was because we worked with them and we said, “If you 
wanna promote healthy forests among the African American community, you're 
going to have to deal with heirs’ property, ’cause too many people own heirs’ 
property.” And we were then serving 7 counties along the north-to-south coast of 
South Carolina, and in those 7 counties—we had done the research, conservative 
estimate—to determine there was 47,000 acres of heirs’ property to protect, in 7 
counties along that coast. And now we serve 15, and we’re doing the work to find 
out how much is across that area and the whole state. (Interview #007) 
 
The Center is working diligently to ensure that the land is both protected and profitable for the 
families who own them. After all, that is what property rights in the United States are about. But 
the freedom to both enjoy and profit from land has been frequently interrupted for Black 
Americans. The Center chose to encourage forestry because it is a “$22 billion industry in South 
Carolina” or the “second biggest industry” in the state (Interview #007). Urban planners can use 
this example to work with these communities effectively and to think creatively about solutions.  




 In the separate municipality of North Charleston, Metanoia, a church-based community 
development corporation (CDC), took a similar approach to gain the trust of the predominantly 
Black neighborhoods that they serve. CDCs “are nonprofit, community-based organizations 
focused on revitalizing the areas in which they are located, typically low-income, underserved 
neighborhoods that have experienced significant disinvestment” (Democracy Collaborative, 
2018). As Metanoia began this kind of work, it took the following approach, according to Rev. 
Bill Stanfield:  
We took a year just to spend listening to the community before trying to do 
anything programmatic. Sort of find out what was already there, find out what the 
good things were in the community, what the community wanted to see happen, 
that kind of thing. So I guess over the course of that year ... we did a lot of 
listening at the community level. And also learning about the broader cultural 
identification here for African American folks in the Low Country. (Interview 
#010) 
 
There are those who may consider listening a waste of time, but by starting its work this way, 
Metanoia has been able to move forward with greater strides. As a CDC, Metanoia provides 
programming to address needs in the community such as access to affordable homes, access to 
jobs and job creation, access to educational programs and youth leadership development. Along 
with this practical focus, the organization fosters a familiar and friendly existence within the 
community, helping it to feel less invasive and suspicious.  
Planning scholar John Friedmann describes this as transactive planning, where someone 
tries “to reach out to the person who stands behind the formal role” (Rangan, Ng & Porter, 2017, 
p. 17). Rather than believing that other planners have all the answers when it comes to creating 
and improving communities, there is an intentional process of reaching out to people without 
degrees or expertise in the field. This is not meant to be a patronizing or hollow experience if 
practiced correctly. Transactive planning is an authentic exchange of experiential knowledge, 
which comes from one’s personal experiences and nonacademic skill set and technical 




knowledge, which stems usually from some form of higher education (Rangan et al., 2017). The 
transactive planning process is meant to be a dialogue where those involved can be themselves. 
Translators, not just of language but of concepts, ensure that a level of understanding is reached 
between all parties involved in the discussions. It requires a great deal of patience, just as any 
healing practice does, and it is ongoing. It is uncharacteristically intimate for a technical field, 
requiring the building of genuine relationships. But as a social science, urban planning must 
consider the value of relationship building in creating long-term solutions for healthier, happier 
people and places.  
HEALING THROUGH THE LAND 
 Metanoia does this work with the low-income Black American residents of North 
Charleston. The work is not focused on the Gullah/Geechee community, although its location in 
the Low Country often puts the community in contact with Metanoia. But like The Center for 
Heirs Property, which does work actively with Gullah/Geechee people, Metanoia is seeking 
opportunities to protect land and housing for the community and has therefore begun the process 
of creating a community land trust (CLT). CLTs are well known in the urban planning world as a 
strong tool in the fight against gentrification and displacement. They are typically defined as “a 
nonprofit organization governed by community members that stewards land for long-term public 
benefit. CLTs protect land from the pressures of the real estate market, as the land is never 
resold” (Loh, 2015). Through this process, the community land trust ensures that the values of 
homes in a particular area are kept at a rate that is affordable to the inhabitants who have been 
there for many years or even generations. This remains the case even as property values increase 
around the area and become financially infeasible for low-income residents. With regard to 
North Charleston, Rev. Stanfield admitted that: 




We don’t have too much time, but we maybe have enough time, and we’ve been 
buying up property. We raised enough capital sort of on hand to buy up property, 
so as it comes available to us and we identify it, we have been able to acquire it 
and we’ve just been steadily buying up—we bought up 30 pieces of land in the 
last 8 months—and so all of that will be slated for affordable housing down the 
road. (Interview #010) 
 
The trick when it comes to creating CLTs is to have enough foresight to buy land before prices 
skyrocket as its value increases. An organization must see gentrification on the horizon and make 
quick decisions to act before it is too late. Who better to do this than urban planners? As 
planners, we are reminded throughout our education that we must think of many different 
scenarios for development based on forecasts we make through our observations.  
 The CLT concept is not new to this region. When first starting the research for this study, 
I encountered news about residents of the North Charleston neighborhood, Union Heights, 
seeking to create a nonprofit so that they could create a CLT and keep their community safe and 
affordable (Knich, 2017). Further research has yielded no further information about this project, 
but the problem remains: Charleston and North Charleston, like many cities, are rapidly 
gentrifying and becoming less affordable for marginalized people such as Black Americans and 
Gullah/Geechee. This is an opportunity for professional planners to step in and work with 
residents of Union Heights to keep their community intact.  
HEALING AS AN ETHICAL OBLIGATION 
Community organizers, nonprofit leaders and community members are leading the way 
when it comes to seeking opportunities to heal the wounds for Black Americans. However, brick 
walls exist in the forms of institutions: the local governments, the federal government, 
developers and other private entities. The technical, theoretical and legal knowledge held by 
urban planners can be utilized to break down these walls or at least weaken them before the next 
push forward. After all, it is our job to try our best to consider every possible future scenario, no 




matter that it is impossible or how limited that vision is, to assist us in our decision making as 
well. We have tangible examples, like those listed above, to gain inspiration from and to work 
with. Our toolkits are filled with items that can assist us in creating healing spaces for 
historically traumatized communities. All that needs to be done now is to believe that healing is 
possible and to prioritize it.  
The American Planning Association (APA) has the Ethical Principles of Planning as a 
guideline for planners. This document includes the directive that planners “respect the rights of 
all persons and not improperly discriminate against or harass others based on characteristics 
which are protected under civil rights laws and regulations” (American Planning Association, 
1992), but it offers no encouragement to right the wrongs of the past, despite their lingering 
impacts. These historic wrongs have ensured that members of marginalized communities have 
limited access to fields that would allow them to be effective leaders and decision makers. If true 
equity is to be achieved, urban planners have a responsibility to make significant efforts toward 
either implementing projects that provide a seat at the table for everyone, or to collaborate with 
those already doing the work such as nonprofit or grassroots organizations. The challenge lies in 
deciding to push back against existing systems that have defined not only the field of planning, 
but American society as we know it. Those who do not have a painful and ignored history from 
which to pull motivation may find no reason to take an activist path if they even think of it at all.  
Healing is not a simple or quick process. It is difficult and strenuous, with a need to face 
the painful experiences that have led to our need for healing in the first place. It is because of the 
pain and the need for accountability that we leave such work to care workers such as 
psychologists/psychiatrists, social workers and nurses. However, infusing such an ethic into the 
work of urban planners can provide a source of wellness that allows for and supports wellbeing 




in many more areas of human lives. In doing this, we can provide a better future for long-
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APPENDIX A: IRB LETTER OF APPROVAL 
 
 




APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
Department of Urban and Regional Planning 
111 Temple Buell Hall 
611 Taft Drive 




You are asked to participate in a study that examines community identity and land ownership among 
Gullah-Geechee people and how that impacts experiences of collective trauma due to discrimination and 
displacement. I would like to conduct a short interview with you to learn more about your beliefs about 
the community and how it fares when facing challenges. 
 
The research is being conducted by Celia Burke, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign Masters 
student. Your participation is completely voluntary. You may refuse to answer any questions that you do 
not wish to discuss. You may stop the process at any time and at no consequence to you. The interview 
will last approximately 30 to 60 minutes. The results of this study will be shared in a thesis and other 
educational settings, academic and professional journals and at conferences.  
 
When this research is discussed or published, no one will know that you were in the study unless you 
give me permission. However, laws and university rules might require me to disclose information which 
identifies you and the consent form you sign to the following people or groups: The university 
committee and office that reviews and approves research studies, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
and Office for Protection of Research Subjects; University and state auditors, and Departments of the 
university responsible for oversight of research; or Federal government regulatory agencies such as the 
Office of Human Research Protections in the Department of Health and Human Services.  
 
I anticipate only minimal risk from this research beyond the risks that exist in everyday life due to the 
topics of racial discrimination, displacement and trauma (related to racism, natural disasters, and 
violence). If any of the questions makes you uncomfortable, I invite you to say “PASS” and I will move on 
to the next question. You may also choose to forego the rest of the interview if at any point you decide 
not to continue. Although I would like to make an audio recording of your interview, I will only use the 
audio to make a transcript. All audio transcripts will remain secure and confidential, unless you tell me it 
is okay to identify you and/or your responses. If you let me identify you and/or your responses, there 
may be additional risk to your individual reputation in your community.  
 
After this interview, I may want to reach out to you via phone or email for additional information. It is 
not anticipated that this follow-up interview will be longer than 30 minutes. If you do not want to 
participate in any follow-up discussions, you may indicate that in the signature area below.  
 
If you have further questions you may contact myself, Celia Burke, at 847-636-0768 or 
celiab2@illinois.edu. You may also contact the Principal Investigator, Stacy Harwood, at 217-265-0874 
or sharwood@illinois.edu. If you feel distressed by the content of the interview, you may reach out to 
Stacy or myself and I would also suggest that you reach out to your appropriate healthcare provider, 
therapist or spiritual counsel for additional support. If you have any questions about your rights as 
participant in this study or any concerns or complaints, contact the University of Illinois Institutional 
Review Board at 217-333-2670 or irb@illinois.edu. The Institutional Review Board is the office at the 
University of Illinois responsible for protecting the rights of human subjects involved in studies 
conducted by University of Illinois researchers.   
              




I have read (or someone has read to me) the above information. I have been given an opportunity to ask 
questions and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this 
research. I understand by signing below, the audio recording of this interview may not be confidential 
unless I request that it be so. I have been given a copy of this form.  
 
I am at least 18 years of age.     yes no 
I agree to participate in this research process.  yes no 
The researcher may audio tape my interview.  yes no  
The researcher may contact me again for a follow up interview. 
       yes  no  
IF yes, The researcher should contact me by phone.  
       yes  no 
IF yes, The researcher should contact me by email.  yes  no 
The researcher may identify me by name in educational, academic or public settings.  
        yes no   
 
 
Print Name______________________________________________   
 




















APPENDIX C: QUESTIONNAIRE FOR GULLAH/GEECHEE PARTICIPANTS 
Participant Questionnaire-Gullah/Geechee 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study about identity and trauma in the 
Gullah/Geechee community. The goal of this research is to gain a better understanding of the 
experiences of identity and trauma in the African American community and to see how urban planners 
can use their skills to address that threaten your sense of identity and wellbeing. Your honest input is 
valued. You may decline to answer any question that you feel uncomfortable with. If you have any 
questions, ask me at any time. Let’s begin.  
Background Information 
1. How long have you lived in this city/state? 
2. What does Gullah/Geechee mean to you? 
3. Do you identify as a member of the Gullah/Geechee nation? 
a. If so long, how long has your family been in this area? 
b. If so, were you raised in this area? 
4. Can you recall a time when you felt supported by your community, maybe during a personal 
challenge or a challenge for the whole community?  
a. Do you still have close relationships in your community, or do you feel as though 
things have changed since that time? 
Trauma and Identity 
5. What do you believe makes the Gullah/Geechee community unique?  
6. What are things that set the Gullah/Geechee community apart from other African American 
communities?  
a. Would you say you have a stronger sense of identity than other African Americans? 
b. Would you say you have a stronger sense of belonging than other African 
Americans? 
c. Do you feel like you’re able to deal with trauma well because of your identity? Does 
your relationship with your community help you deal with challenging times? 
7. Listed below are some of the challenges I’ve discovered within the Gullah/Geechee through 
research community. Would you agree that the following have been/still are/will be issues 
in the community? 
a. Preserving the language and culture 
b. Preserving the land (i.e. against development, climate change) 
c. Development that displaces the community (i.e. Hilton Head) 
d. Discrimination against language and culture (i.e. racism, internalized racism) 
i. Racial discrimination 
e. Lack of job opportunities and economic development 
8. How have you dealt with any/all of the issues above?  
a. How has the community addressed any/all of the issues above together? 
9. How do members of the community react in times of crisis? This includes: 
a. Hurricanes and other natural disasters 
b. Emergencies (i.e. fires, theft, violence, death in a family) 
c. Threat of displacement due to development 
d. Financial stress (i.e. increasing property taxes)  




e. Complications with land ownership due to heirs’ property 
Do you believe that your reaction(s) is common or uncommon amongst other Black 
communities?  
10. Are there helpful organizations or individuals that support (with money, health services, 
counseling services, legal services, childcare, education, etc.) you and/or other members of 
the community during crisis? 
Land in the Community 
11. Do you own land in the region or have you ever owned land in the region?  
a. Does anyone in your family own land in the region or have they ever owned land in 
the region? 
b. Do any of your acquaintances own land in the region? 
12. How is land valued in the Gullah/Geechee community?  
a. Is owning land a source of pride in the community because it’s rare among other 
African Americans?  
b. Is land ownership seen as a source of power in the community? 
c. Do members of the community use the land for agriculture or other production 
purposes? 
d. Is land viewed more as a place to call home? 
e. Do you believe that land ownership is a part of the Gullah/Geechee identity? 
13. What are some of the development projects happening in the area? 
a. Is this part of a pattern of development?  
b. Do you know if development trends have changed over time? 
c. Do you know who’s involved in the development projects around the area? 
d. What are your feelings about the development happening in the area? 
e. Do you believe the development hurts the community?  
f. Do believe the development projects align with the values and/or desires of the 
local community? 
Community Support 
14. Does the Gullah/Geechee community have a good relationship with the local government? 
a. Is the relationship worse or better than it has been in the past? 
i. Have higher property taxes made the relationship worse or has it remained 
the same? 
b. Do you believe that the government is more supportive of private developers than 
the community? 
c. Has the relationship been a source of stress for you and/or the community? 
d. What can the local government do to better support you and/or the community? 
15. Do you believe public perception of Gullah/Geechees outside of the community is positive 
or negative? 
a. Does this perception impact the way that you’re treated? 
16. What would you like people outside of the community to know about the Gullah/Geechee 
people and why? 
a. What is the best way to share this with people outside of the community (i.e. media, 
tourism, events, education, etc.)? 
 




APPENDIX D: QUESTIONNAIRE FOR NON-GULLAH/GEECHEE PARTICIPANTS 
Participant Questionnaire-Surrounding Community 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study about identity and trauma in the 
Gullah/Geechee community. The goal of this research is to gain a better understanding of the 
experiences of identity and trauma in the African American community and to see how urban planners 
can use their skills to address that threaten their sense of identity and wellbeing. Your honest input is 
valued. You may decline to answer any question that you feel uncomfortable with. If you have any 
questions, ask me at any time. Let’s begin. 
Background Information 
1. How long have you lived in this city/state? 
2. How familiar are you with the Gullah/Geechee community? 
a. How did you learn about them? 
3. How did you become involved with the community? 
 
Involvement in Gullah/Geechee Nation 
1. What does your work with the community entail (i.e. support or education)? 
2. What inspired you to get involved with the community? 
a. Was there a specific need you were seeking to address or were you drawn in by 
curiosity about the culture? 
3. How would you describe your experience working with the community? 
a. What have been some of the challenges (i.e. pushback from community members, 
the government, private companies)?  
Trauma and Identity 
4. What do you believe makes the Gullah/Geechee community unique?  
5. What are things that set the Gullah/Geechee community apart from other African American 
communities?  
a. Would you say they have a stronger sense of identity than other African Americans? 
b. Would you say they have a stronger sense of belonging than other African 
Americans? 
c. Do you feel like they’re able to deal with trauma well because of their identity? Does 
the community members support one another during challenging times? 
6. Listed below are some of the challenges I’ve discovered within the Gullah/Geechee through 
research community. Would you agree that the following have been/still are/will be issues 
in the community? 
d. Preserving the language and culture 
e. Preserving the land (i.e. against development, climate change) 
f. Development that displaces the community (i.e. Hilton Head) 
g. Discrimination against language and culture (i.e. racism, internalized racism) 
i. Racial discrimination 
h. Lack of job opportunities and economic development 
7. Does the work you do directly address any of the historical and/or present concerns listed 
above? 
Land in the Community 




8. How is land valued in the Gullah/Geechee community?  
a. Is owning land a source of pride in the community because it’s rare among other 
African Americans?  
b. Is land ownership seen as a source of power in the community? 
c. Do members of the community use the land for agriculture or other production 
purposes? 
d. Does land seemed to be viewed more as a place to call home? 
e. Do you believe that land ownership is a part of the Gullah/Geechee identity? 
9. What are some of the development projects happening in the area? 
f. Is this part of a pattern of development?  
g. Do you know if development trends have changed over time? 
h. Do you know who’s involved in the development projects around the area? 
i. What are your feelings about the development happening in the area? 
j. Do you believe the development hurts the community?  
k. Do believe the development projects align with the values and/or desires of the 
local community? 
Community Support 
1. Does the Gullah/Geechee community have a good relationship with the local government? 
a. Is the relationship worse or better than it has been in the past? 
i. Have higher property taxes made the relationship worse or has it remained 
the same? 
b. Do you believe that the government is more supportive of private developers than 
the community? 
c. Has the relationship been a source of stress for your organization? 
d. What can the local government do to better support the work your organization 
does? 
2. Do you believe public perception of Gullah/Geechees outside of the community is positive 
or negative? 
a. Does this perception impact the way that they’re treated? 
3. What would you like people outside of the community to know about the Gullah/Geechee 
people and why? 
a. What is the best way to share this with people outside of the community (i.e. media, 
tourism, events, education, etc.)? 
 
*Note that all participants will not be asked every question. Follow-up questions that are 
appropriate for the individual responses will augment the formal questionnaire.  
 
 
 
 
 
